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“The museum is not a visual space but an audiovisual environment, unfolding its 
space in the time of ricocheting footsteps, sincere whispers, loud echoes of children’s 
laughter, security guards’ fuzzy walkie-talkies, tour guides’ hushed lectures, and a few 
audiovisual works that remind us that even the work is not as quiet as we might ex-
pect. Exploring this environment through listening allows us to experience not what it 
appears to be in its visual immediacy but hear all it could possible be in the temporal 
and ever-changing invisibility of its sound.” i 
Salomé Voegelin 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                   
i Salomé Voege, ‘Soundwalking the Museum: A Sonic Journey through the Visual Display’, in The Multisensory 
Museum: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives on Touch, Sound, Smell, Memory, and Space, ed. Nina Levent and 
Alvaro Pascual-Leone (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 120. 
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Abstract 
This thesis examines the relation between image and sound in contemporary art, 
with particular reference to the role of sound in film and video art installations. 
The starting point of this research theme is the observation that the present-day 
museum and gallery spaces are no longer the silent institutions they once were 
with the presence of loudspeakers in many installations. This trend opens up the 
discussion of sound as an instrument in artistic film practices to specifically direct 
the attention of the viewer within the moving image. Therefore, the primary focus 
of this study is the investigation into the added value of listening to sound in the 
visual arts. An in-depth analysis of film and video art installations by artists Steve 
McQueen (Drum Roll, Western Deep), Anri Sala (Answer Me, Long Sorrow), Tacita 
Dean (Foley Artist, Sound Mirrors) and Luke Fowler (A Grammar for Listening) is 
aimed at uncovering the audiovisual strategies that the artists employ to elicit a 
specific mode of spectatorship: to activate the spectator in the exhibition space by 
means of a physical address as well as to affect the spectator on an affective or 
emotional level. This active model of spectatorship is eventually presented as 
audio-spectatorship, in which the viewer-listener is heavily affected by the physical 
address and the outcome of the sensory experience of the filmic artwork so that 
disinterested contemplation at a critical distance is ultimately no longer an option. 
Listening to the Visual Arts: The Added Value of Sound in Contemporary Film and 
Video Art is part of more general critical appraisal of the visual supremacy in the 
humanities. 
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Introduction: listening to the visual arts 
This master’s thesis takes as its starting point the observation that the 
contemporary museum and gallery space is no longer the silent space it once was 
with the presence of loudspeakers in many recent film and video art installations.1 
This presence of sound in the exhibition space is a rather recent development, 
seeing that the museum has since long been a visual institution, first and foremost 
organised as a space for seeing. Even though the early avant-garde movements of 
the twentieth century had already acknowledged and explored the new-found 
possibilities of sound and the other non-visual senses in their art practices—think 
of the Futurists’ art of noises and of the Dadaists’ noise experiments and sound 
poems—most art institutions were not prepared to fully embrace them at the time. 
It was only in the sixties when the developing tradition of installations mingled 
with the works of the neo-avant-garde that the art world’s focus began to slowly 
shift from the strictly visual toward the multisensory—however still mostly in 
small alternative venues ran by artists themselves—and that artists’ film and 
video slowly entered the galleries. By the nineties, the art galleries had shown a 
renewed interest in showing and collecting these earlier experimental films as 
projectors and other technologies became more affordable. At the same time, a new 
generation of filmmaking artists emerged and started creating filmic artworks that 
occasionally placed as much emphasis on sound as on image.2 It is unfortunate, 
                                                   
1 I am especially interested in the interaction between image and sound in the spectator’s perception of 
audiovisual works. That is why the phenomenon of sound art is left out of consideration in this study. Sound 
art does not have one clear consistent definition. The term generally implies that sound is an artistic medium 
in its own right, but sound does not exclusively belong to one medium as it is taken up in music, theatre, film, 
video, sculpture, installation and architecture. Today, the term sound art usually functions as an umbrella 
term to cover the wide variety of artistic practices that use sound as their primary means of expression, from 
experimental music making to gallery-based installations. Caleb Kelly, ‘Introduction: Sound in Art’, in Sound, 
ed. Caleb Kelly, Documents of Contemporary Art (London: Whitechapel Gallery and Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2011), 14; Anne Hilde Neset, ‘Expressway to Yr Cochlea’, in Soundings: A Contemporary Score, ed. 
Barbara London (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2013), 16. 
2 Caroline A. Jones, ‘The Mediated Sensorium’, in Sensorium: Embodied Experience, Technology, and 
Contemporary Art, ed. Caroline A. Jones (Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT Press, 2006), 18–19; Barbara 
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then, that the vast majority of art historical accounts of film and video art still 
rarely goes beyond the investigation of the image track and its visual effects. That 
is why this study’s central research concerns are the role of sound in audiovisual 
artworks and additionally also its potential added value in actively shaping the 
spectator’s perception. 
These research concerns have arisen from my own observations as an art 
historian and they are addressed in this thesis by means of a literature review—
surveying scholarly work on sound in relation to art and film and its embodied 
experience by the spectator—an interpretative audiovisual analysis of film and 
video art installations as well as statements made by the artists who created them. 
These statements have inspired a predominantly phenomenological approach, as 
the artists have acknowledged their preoccupation with the spectatorial experience 
of their work, turning the intersubjective relation between work and spectator into 
a relevant focus of attention. The approach will be expanded to also include a line 
of research within cognitive film theory that draws from recent discoveries made in 
the field of cognitive neuroscience. Knowledge of the biological functions of the 
brain has recently allowed for the study of film spectatorship within a biocultural 
context by focusing on what occurs in the embodied perception of the spectator on a 
neurological level.3 The convergence between phenomenological and cognitive film 
theory will therefore offer a theoretical framework for a fuller understanding of the 
embodied experience of the spectator. 
The first chapter opens with an introduction to the research territory of sound 
and discusses the so-called sonic turn as many visual artists increasingly include 
sound as a medium for artistic exploration in their practice. From this discussion, 
it is seen that—despite the increased attention to sound—even today the visual 
sense remains at the top of the hierarchy of the senses as the human sciences 
continue their focus on the visual aspects of cultural productions within the 
framework of visual culture. In the meantime, scholars of sound predominantly 
pursue interdisciplinary studies resulting in a for the most part fragmented field of 
research with many publications on sound that do not necessarily share one and 
the same theoretical framework. This study therefore relies to a great extent on 
the interdisciplinary integration of sound across various scholarly disciplines. 
                                                                                                                                                              
London, ‘Soundings: From the 1960s to the Present’, in Soundings: A Contemporary Score, ed. Barbara London 
(New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2013), 8–10; Neset, ‘Expressway to Yr Cochlea’, 16. 
3 For more on evolutionary bioculturalism, see: Torben Grodal, Embodied Visions: Evolution, Emotion, Culture, 
and Film (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 3. 
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Although the development and the preservation of the supremacy of the visual 
through the centuries are not the central themes in this work, the next section in 
the first chapter nevertheless presents a brief overview of the historical milestones 
that have placed vision at the top of the hierarchy seeing that this provides a 
useful context for grasping its reputation as master sense of the modern era as 
well as its enduring dominance over hearing. Lastly, the final matter in this first 
chapter concerns the supremacy of the visual in the visual arts. This might come 
across as a rather self-evident matter, with the sense of sight serving as the sole 
sensory channel for the traditional perception of visual art. However, this single-
sensed understanding of art can be ascribed to historical circumstances such as, on 
the one hand, the development of modern aesthetics and its denial of the body 
since the eighteenth century and, on the other, the changing ideals of the museum 
and gallery space since the nineteenth century. The contemporary film and video 
art installations challenge this single-sensed understanding of art in the exhibition 
space. In addition to the museum and gallery spaces slowly rethinking their design 
to accommodate the exhibition of audiovisual works, a theoretical consideration of 
the audiovisuality of these works cannot lag behind. 
The second chapter therefore turns to film studies in order to become familiar 
with film theories that have already focused on the audiovisual nature of film. But 
in film studies, too, film as an audiovisual medium is mainly conceived in terms of 
its visual qualities. For that reason, this chapter goes into the work of those film 
scholars that have focused their attention on the experience of film as an embodied 
experience, thereby involving not only vision but also the body and the other 
senses. Pioneering work in the field has already been carried out by film scholar 
Michel Chion. The scholar has had and continues to have a major influence on the 
way that scholars think about the relationship between image and sound in film 
and other media. The scholar opposes a single-sensed perception of film, given his 
arguments for the discussion of audiovisual perception in terms of an audiovisual 
contract in which seeing and hearing cannot be separated as they continuously 
interact with each other. His theory forms the starting point for formulating the 
idea that the presence of sound in film and video art installations strongly 
influences the spectator’s perception of those pieces. 
Whereas Chion concentrates on the interplay between seeing and hearing in the 
audiovisual perception of the spectator, other film scholars (Vivian Sobchack, 
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Laura U. Marks, Jennifer Barker) explore the interconnectedness of all the senses 
and choose to apply a phenomenological, multisensory approach to film perception. 
It is their general understanding that the film spectator’s entire sensory apparatus 
is addressed in the experience of film. The underlying central question in this 
section is then how filmmakers are able to succeed in addressing the spectator’s 
body and senses by means of audiovisual strategies, with particular reference to 
the role of sound. As will be seen in this section, the strategic use of sound 
contributes greatly to the creation of haptic, affective and immersive experiences. 
The second chapter is concluded with a turn to cognitive neuroscience (and 
accordingly, also to cognitive film theory) in order to understand the spectator’s 
response to audiovisual stimuli on a neurological level. It is seen here that the 
spectator’s bodily response to sound in film can be read in terms of either an 
affective or an emotional reaction, depending on whether the embodied brain of the 
spectator has processed the stimuli through his cognitive centres (emotion) or not 
(affect). 
In the third and final chapter, the above-mentioned audiovisual strategies are 
discussed in detail in the context of specific case studies. Film and video art 
installations by artists Steve McQueen (Drum Roll, Western Deep), Anri Sala 
(Answer Me, Long Sorrow), Tacita Dean (Foley Artist, Sound Mirrors) and Luke 
Fowler (A Grammar for Listening) have been selected on the basis of their 
‘soundfulness’ and their reliance on listening—as well as seeing—in order to be 
experienced to the fullest extent. The works are examined with particular 
attention paid to the aesthetic function of sound to make spectators perceive one or 
more aspects of the work in a particular way. The analysis of the case studies is 
thus aimed at uncovering the ways in which these artists use sound in such a way 
that they contribute to a specific mode of spectatorship, in such a way that they are 
able to activate the spectator in the exhibition space by means of a physical 
address, and finally, in such a way that they are able to affect the spectator on an 
affective or emotional level as well. 
It is significant how the analysis of the audiovisual strategies makes it 
abundantly clear how much viewer and spectator are used as terms to refer to the 
person on the receiving end of film and video art. On that account, this thesis 
proposes the concept of audio-spectatorship—and that of the audio-spectator—as a 
mode for discussing the experience of the viewer-listener in the face of an 
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audiovisual artwork more accurately since the concept refers to both the visual and 
the auditory aspect of audiovisual perception. Aside from familiarising the readers 
of this study with relevant literature within the research territory of sound, this 
thesis ultimately aims to entertain some novel ideas concerning the impact of 
listening to film and video art installations on the perceptual experience of the 
audio-spectator in the exhibition space. But perhaps most of all, I hope that it 
ultimately reveals the added value of listening to the visual arts. 
 Approaching the sense of sound in the visual arts 
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1 
Approaching the sense of sound in the visual arts 
The modern and contemporary period has often been described as an excessively 
visual one, with terms such as spectacle, surveillance and simulacra.4 Still, what 
usually gets elided in these discussions are the omnipresence of sound and its 
impact on the human experience of the world. Through this, it becomes clear that 
the status of hearing typically comes second to that of vision in the hierarchy of the 
senses.5 In their introduction to Sound Matters: Essays on the Acoustics of Modern 
German Culture, film and media scholars Nora M. Alter and Lutz Koepnick take 
note of sound as a field of interest that effectively went unheeded for a long time: 
“One often hears that we live in an age dominated, and even over-
whelmed, by the visual image. But we merely need to close our eyes for a 
moment to realize just how much sound matters in late modernity as 
well—to those involved in scholarly writing as much as to those partici-
pating in the arena of cultural production itself.” 6 
There has nevertheless been an inflated interest in the study of an auditory 
culture that runs parallel to the prevailing visual culture, at least since the second 
half of the nineties. In recent years, there have also been numerous publications, 
                                                   
4 I refer here to the theories of Guy Debord’s spectacle, Michel Foucault’s surveillance and Jean Baudrillard’s 
simulacra, often referenced in discussions about the visual nature of modern and postmodern society. 
5 Michael Bull and Les Back, ‘Introduction: Into Sound’, in The Auditory Culture Reader, ed. Michael Bull and 
Les Back, Sensory Formations (Oxford and New York: Berg Publishers, 2003), 1. 
6 Nora M. Alter and Lutz Koepnick, “Introduction: Sound Matters,” in Sound Matters: Essays on the Acoustics 
of Modern German Culture, ed. Nora M. Alter and Lutz Koepnick (New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 
2004), 1. 
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exhibitions and symposia on the topic of sound and sound technologies, as well as 
on that of auditory culture at large.7 In the fields of film and media studies 
especially, the examination of sound has become a major area of interest. In 
several monographic studies, film scholars, including Rick Altman, Michel Chion 
and James Lastra, have drawn attention to the sonic realm of cinema and thus to 
the very different ways in which sound (music, noise, dialogue) is able to “shape 
cinematic meaning and direct the viewer’s perception”.8 
Furthermore, scholars Jim Drobnick, Michael Bull and Jonathan Sterne have 
contributed greatly to the study of sound, and specifically to that of sound as a 
complex social phenomenon, taking into account how the experience of sound in 
society has been transformed since the advent of modern media technologies. As a 
result of this varied research, “sound has come to figure today as a viable space of 
critical exploration, a productive register of social and cultural analysis in various 
academic disciplines”.9 Drobnick, for one, has remarked on “the increasing 
significance of the acoustic as simultaneously a site for analysis, a medium for 
aesthetic engagement, and a model for theorization” and accordingly introduced 
the idea of a sonic turn—appropriating W.J.T. Mitchell’s pictorial turn—to denote 
the emergence of sound-inflected theory and art.10 
On the whole, this unprecedented interest in sound can be explained by two 
main factors. On the one hand, there is the fact that the audible world has changed 
considerably as a result of capitalist, industrial and democratic modernity, so that 
our everyday experience of the world is “increasingly mediated by a multitude of 
mechanically produced sounds” and “marked by the din of machines and big cities, 
by the blaring and blatantly promotional and propagandistic media of radio and 
television, by the backdrop of functional music in the shopping malls, and by cell 
                                                   
7 It is impossible to provide an exhaustive list of these here, but I gladly refer to the selective bibliography of 
works presented in this master’s thesis as a starting point. 
8 Alter and Koepnick, ‘Introduction: Sound Matters’, 1. See: Rick Altman, ed., Sound Theory/Sound Practice, 
AFI Film Readers (New York and London: Routledge, 1992); Rick Altman, ‘The Silence of the Silents’, The 
Musical Quarterly 80, no. 4 (Winter 1996): 648–718; Richard Abel and Rick Altman, eds., The Sounds of Early 
Cinema (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2001); Rick Altman, Silent Film Sound, 
Films and Culture Series (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004); Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on 
Screen, ed. and trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994); Michel Chion, Film, A 
Sound Art, Film and Culture Series (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009); James Lastra, Sound 
Technologies and the American Cinema: Perception, Representation, Modernity (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2000). 
9 Alter and Koepnick, ‘Introduction: Sound Matters’, 1. 
10 In the same year, Christoph Cox and Daniel Warner published their Audio Culture: Readings in Modern 
Music, in which they opted for ‘auditory turn’, see: Christoph Cox and Daniel Warner, ‘Introduction: Music and 
the New Audio Culture’, in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, ed. Christoph Cox and Daniel Warner 
(New York and London: Continuum, 2004), xiii. 
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phone ringtones”.11 On the other hand, we also need to consider that “sound today 
is more easily produced, distilled, manipulated, and controlled than ever before”.12 
The invention of all kinds of sound technologies—from the phonograph to digital 
audio recorders and players—has made it possible for sound to become both a 
means of expression as well as a raw material for artistic exploration. 
THE SONIC TURN IN THE VISUAL ARTS 
Many visual artists have already addressed the recent heightened awareness of 
sound, most obviously through the increasing presence of sound in their work, but 
also through art and media practices in which sound is essential to the experience 
and understanding of the work. In most cases, the artists seek to stimulate the 
audience of their work to re-listen to the sounds of the everyday environment and 
to moreover rethink how they come to know the world through the simple act of 
listening.13 
A prime example of this is Christian Marclay’s video Telephones (1995) (fig. 1), a 
montage of film fragments in which well-known characters from different 
Hollywood films are talking on the phone.14 The fragments only ever depict one 
side of a telephone conversation and the sequence thus leaves the impression that 
they are all part of one and the same storyline. Although the characters cannot 
see—only hear—each other, “I see” is one of their most repeated lines, as if to say 
that all of what just has been said on the telephone is now clearly understood. 
Saying “I hear” would conversely indicate that things are uncertain, unsupported 
or simply rest on a rumour, albeit that, they actually only rely on their sense of 
hearing to understand the conversation. As a result, we can gather from this 
example that people seem to trust their eyes far more than they do their ears in 
the conduct of their everyday lives.15 
                                                   
11 Bull and Back, ‘Introduction: Into Sound’, 1; Helmut Draxler, ‘How Can We Perceive Sound as Art? The 
Medium and Code of the Audible in Museum Environments’, in See This Sound: Promises in Sound and Vision 
(Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König; Linz: Lentos Kunstmuseum, 2009), 28–29. 
12 Alter and Koepnick, ‘Introduction: Sound Matters’, 3. 
13 Kelly, ‘Introduction: Sound in Art’, 14. 
14 Christian Marclay, Telephones, 1995. Video, 7 minutes 30 seconds. 
15 Russell Ferguson, ‘The Variety of Din’, in Christian Marclay, ed. Russell Ferguson (Los Angeles: UCLA 
Hammer Museum, 2003), 20. 
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Another example is Guards (2004-2005) (fig. 2) by artist Francis Alÿs.16 The 
work follows sixty-four Coldstream Guards in full uniform as they move through 
the Square Mile in London. The work shows how the guards enter the City of 
London, separately, through different streets and how they are entirely unaware of 
each other’s route. They were instructed to look for one another and, upon meeting 
fellow guards, to fall into step and march on until they are finally complete by 
forming an eight-by-eight formation. In their search for one another, the guards 
were heavily reliant on the sound of each other’s footsteps.17 Alÿs has stated that 
he wanted the sound of the footsteps to function as bird calls, signalling, so to 
speak, the guards how to regroup.18 In the exhibition room, the video immediately 
attracts attention because of the sound track with the marching rhythm of the 
guards in the city. 
A final example is The American Room (2009-2010) (fig. 3) by David Claerbout.19 
The video installation shows a group of people seated for a concert held in an 
intimate yet formal setting. After a while, the spectator realises that the musical 
recital is suspended in time as the singer remains motionless and silent in front of 
the piano and as the audience does not move from their seats at all. As the 
projection progresses the only movement in the work is by the camera that slowly 
examines everyone in the concert room from different angles. At the same time, 
the sound track of the work envelops the spectator as the music rings out and 
travels through the exhibition space—by means of a surround sound installation 
with multiple speakers—with every new camera movement. In this way, the 
spectator in the exhibition space is left with the impression that he is wherever the 
camera takes its position in the concert room and, because of the lifelessness of the 
listening audience in the image, that he is in fact the only one who can actually 
hear the music. The movement of the camera and the sound track thus go against 
the stillness and silence of the characters on the screen: while the rhythmic values 
of the piano music move along the experience in time, the spectator’s perception is 
unsettled by the artificial immobility of the audience on the screen.20 
                                                   
16 Francis Alÿs, Guards, 2004-2005. Video, 27 minutes. 
17 Francis Alÿs, Seven Walks: London, 2004-5 (London: Artangel, 2005). 
18 Louisa Buck, ‘Soldiers as Social Allegory’, The Art Newspaper 14, no. 162 (October 2005): 36. 
19 David Claerbout, The American Room, 2009-2010. Single channel video projection, colour, Dolby digital 
encoded surround 5.1 channels, 24 minutes 29 seconds. 
20 David Claerbout, David Claerbout Lecture: American Room (1st Movement), n.d., 
http://www.hauserwirth.com/exhibitions/138/david-claerbout/video/. 
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These are just three examples of contemporary art in which sound is a crucial 
component to the experience and understanding of the film or video work, but 
more than what was written above is hardly ever present in artwork descriptions 
or analyses. So, more than ever, it certainly looks like sound is an integral aspect 
of art, yet its significance is often overlooked in art historical writings.21 One of the 
contributing factors is the fact that sound is not easy to represent. Sound can of 
course be recorded now, but the sound of a particular installation cannot be 
reproduced in a book in the same way that an installation’s overall appearance can 
be visually represented by means of photographic documentation. 
Secondly, it seems that scholars with a background in art history are generally 
not familiar with sound-related concepts insofar as there actually already is an 
“established critical language” equipped to write about sound.22 It does not come as 
a surprise then that many such writings are characterised by a large number of 
neologisms.23 Audiovisuology has perhaps been one of the most telling ones. The 
neologism was coined to describe a “transdisciplinary field” that deals with “image-
sound couplings”, in which “the convergence and divergence of audiovisual art 
forms, methods, and scholarly disciplines become visible”.24 The term 
audiovisuology has arisen from the research project See This Sound that—
consisting of an exhibition, a symposium and a web-archive—concerns itself with 
mapping out the age-long history of the encounters of image and sound in art, 
media and perception.25 
Sound in the visual arts is not an entirely new occurrence then. Broadly 
speaking, it can even be argued that sound is inherent to every art experience, 
since we cannot close our ears. We cannot help but attend to artworks with all of 
our sensory faculties, among which of course our sense of hearing. Often enough 
                                                   
21 Many of the phrases I will use in writing about sound in art nevertheless have origins in the visual field. Due 
to the common usage of these expressions, I will not go out of my way to avoid them in this master’s thesis, but 
I will attempt to employ them consciously. 
22 Alter and Koepnick remark that there are not nearly as many terms to talk about the acoustic as there are to 
discuss all things visual. See: Alter and Koepnick, ‘Introduction: Sound Matters’, 4. 
23 Drobnick, ‘Listening Awry’, 9. 
24 Dieter Daniels and Sandra Naumann, ‘Introduction’, in Audiovisuology Compendium: An Interdisciplinary 
Survey of Audiovisual Culture, ed. Dieter Daniels, Sandra Naumann, and Jan Thoben, See This Sound 1 
(Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2010), 8, 15, 16. 
25 The research project has resulted in three resourceful publications: Cosima Rainer et al., eds., See This 
Sound: Promises in Sound and Vision (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2009); Dieter 
Daniels, Sandra Naumann, and Jan Thoben, eds., Audiovisuology Compendium: An Interdisciplinary Survey of 
Audiovisual Culture, See This Sound 1 (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2010); Dieter 
Daniels, Sandra Naumann, and Jan Thoben, eds., Audiovisuology 2: Histories and Theories of Audiovisual 
Media Art, See This Sound 2 (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2011). The web-archive can 
be found here: www.see-this-sound.at. 
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we might not be very attentive to the sounds in our environment and at other 
times we might try hard to ignore them, but the stream of sound enters our ears in 
anticipation of being processed regardless.26 The premise that sound is immanent 
to every experience of art consequently problematises the notion of visual arts, 
seeing that the term implies that the art in question first and foremost addresses 
the sense of sight or even that it exclusively deals with visuality.27 
Media and visual culture theorist W.J.T. Mitchell has dealt with this matter in 
his article “There Are No Visual Media”, in which he writes that “all the so-called 
visual media turn out to involve the other senses (especially touch and hearing)”.28 
Mitchell thus excludes the possibility of media that are purely visual—or purely 
auditory, tactile or olfactory for that matter—and instead proposes that every 
medium brings about a mixture of multiple sensory experiences. This in turn leads 
him to the claim that all media are inevitably mixed media. Mitchell does, 
however, acknowledge that this statement needs to be nuanced, for there are 
different elemental media going into the mix in the first place: “If all media are 
mixed media, they are not all mixed in the same way, with the same proportion of 
elements.”29 Therefore, it does not become entirely impossible to differentiate 
between one medium and another. For Mitchell, it allows for “a more precise 
differentiation of mixtures” “without losing the concept of medium specificity”.30 
Historian and theoretician of media (arts), music and sound, Douglas Kahn, has 
similarly written about the presence of sound in the arts of the twentieth century 
in his book Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts: “Sound saturates 
the arts of this century [i.e. the twentieth century], and its importance becomes 
evident if we can hear past the presumption of mute visuality within art history, 
[…].” It is Kahn’s experience that “[n]one of the arts is entirely mute” and that 
“many are unusually soundful despite their apparent silence”.31 Kahn’s study is by 
no means encouraging “blind hearing” over “deaf seeing”. He is simply recognising 
the fact that visuality triumphs over aurality in the hierarchy of the senses.32 
Media theorist Siegfried Zielinski endorses this view with regard to the 
                                                   
26 Kelly, ‘Introduction: Sound in Art’, 13–14. 
27 Ibid., 13. 
28 W.J.T. Mitchell, ‘There Are No Visual Media’, Journal of Visual Culture 4, no. 2 (August 2005): 257. 
29 Ibid., 260. 
30 Ibid., 260, 261. 
31 Douglas Kahn, Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts (Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT 
Press, 1999), 10. 
32 Ibid., 4, 158. 
 Approaching the sense of sound in the visual arts 
 
 
   
12 
interpretation of what he calls media constructs (productions made for television, 
video, computer, cinema, electronic projection and the like). He believes that these 
so-called media constructs are primarily interpreted as framed images, even when 
they are provided with a sound track. Zielinski discusses this accustomed 
interpretation in terms of the common misconception “that all media productions 
that can be perceived audiovisually are always primarily concerned with the 
production of images.”33 Such writings point to the current broader practice of 
mainly discussing contemporary artworks in which image and sound are united 
strictly in terms of their visual features and impact. 
VISION AS MASTER SENSE OF THE MODERN ERA 
Yet for all the increased attention to sound, the visual sense of sight remains the 
sense that is commonly considered the privileged one in Western culture. Historian 
Martin Jay has even stated that it has become “the master sense of the modern 
era”.34 However, it is widely assumed that the ranking of the senses—with the 
sense of sight in a hegemonic position—goes back to antiquity, more specifically at 
least to Aristotle’s classical hierarchy, and that it is settled as follows, from the 
highest sense to the lowest: ‘visus’ (sight), ‘auditus’ (hearing), ‘odoratus’ (smell), 
‘gustus’ (taste), ‘tactus’ (touch). In the meantime, theorists have contended that 
this hierarchy is not a universal truth, but rather a cultural construction as well as 
the outcome of several historical developments in human evolution and 
technology.35 
In this connection, historian Robert Jütte refers, for one thing, to humanity’s 
evolution to an upright posture and to the increase of brain performance, and for 
another, to the invention of printing.36 Earlier, Jay had already referenced human 
evolution in relation to the natural aspect of visual supremacy. For that, he relied 
                                                   
33 Siegfried Zielinski, ‘Conclusions: Including a Proposal for the Cartography of Media Anarchaeology’, in Deep 
Time of the Media: Toward an Archaeology of Hearing and Seeing by Technical Means, trans. Gloria Custance 
(Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT Press, 2006), 270–71. 
34 Martin Jay, ‘Scopic Regimes of Modernity’, in Vision and Visuality, ed. Hal Foster, Discussions in 
Contemporary Culture 2 (Seattle: Bay Press, 1988), 3. 
35 Yannis Hamilakis, ‘Western Modernity, Archaeology, and the Senses’, in Archaeology and the Senses: Human 
Experience, Memory and Affect (New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 24–26. 
36 Robert Jütte, ‘Classifications: The Hierarchy of the Senses’, in A History of the Senses: From Antiquity to 
Cyberspace, trans. James Lynn (Cambridge and Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2005), 61. 
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on the writings of anthropologist Edward T. Hall who imagined that the ancestors 
of man developed as they adapted to arboreal life, relying more on vision and 
depending less on smell. Jay sets this out as the early human being developing its 
sensory apparatus “in such a way as to give sight an ability to differentiate and 
assimilate most external stimuli in a way superior to the other four senses”.37 For 
Jütte too, the privileged position of sight is explained by its principal role in the 
process of civilisation. As for the technological aspect of visual supremacy, the 
historian does not consider sight’s privileged position as the by-product of the 
invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century, because sight has been at 
the top of the hierarchy since antiquity. He does, however, acknowledge that the 
invention aided the breakthrough of visual culture.38 
It is nevertheless generally agreed that the invention of printing in the early 
modern period had significantly enforced the status of seeing at the time. This was 
famously argued by, among others, Marshall McLuhan and Walter Ong.39 Both 
scholars are often cited for their insights into the social and cultural transitions 
from oral to literate cultures. In The Gutenberg Galaxy, for example, McLuhan 
argues that the invention of typography was central to the transition from orality 
to literacy in the Western world. According to the communication theorist, 
typography reduced experience to a single sense, i.e. the visual sense, as words 
were printed to be seen rather than spoken to be heard.40 Although the great divide 
theory (of oral vs. literate cultures) came under scrutiny from historians, it does 
not alter the fact that the invention of the printing press and the scientific 
revolution of the early modern era (with innovations such as the looking glass, the 
microscope, the refracting telescope, the camera obscura) have led the technical 
enhancements in the visual field to develop more rapidly than those in other 
sensory fields in those days.41 
                                                   
37 Martin Jay, ‘Introduction’, in Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French 
Thought (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1994), 5–6n14. 
38 Jütte, ‘Classifications: The Hierarchy of the Senses’, 64–66. 
39 Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1962); Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1964); Walter Ong, The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History, Terry 
Lectures (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967). An extensive study on the long-run impact of the printing 
revolution can be found in: Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change: Communications 
and Cultural Transformations in Early-Modern Europe, Volumes I and II (New York and Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1979). 
40 McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man, 125. 
41 Martin Jay, ‘The Noblest of the Senses: Vision from Plato to Descartes’, in Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of 
Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 
1994), 64–66. 
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During the Enlightenment, too, the supremacy of the sense of sight was 
sustained by scientific and philosophical perspectives, as seeing and knowing had 
also increasingly become linked through sight’s reputation as the most reliable 
sense for obtaining objective knowledge.42 Later, in the course of the nineteenth 
century, innovations such as artificial illumination and display windows also 
caused the visual aspect of public life to remain dominant.43 Anthropologist David 
Howes has aptly summarised this development by asserting that the prominence 
of vision is “primarily due to the association of sight with both scientific 
rationalism and capitalist display and to the expansion of the visual field by means 
of technologies of observation and reproduction”.44 These visual technologies 
undoubtedly also include the inventions of photography, as this development 
brought about that visual representations were even more firmly-rooted in cultural 
and intellectual life since its invention.45 This was also in parallel with the growth 
of tourism, as the modern traveller became all the more mobile and started 
photographing distant places. As a result, the world became even more visible due 
to the exponential multiplication of images as well as the unprecedented 
geographical extension of the visual field.46 
Today, in the twenty-first century, we continue to be surrounded by images in 
an increasingly visually-oriented world. Yet, in addition to the omnipresence of 
visual stimuli, it looks like sound in today’s society is slowly but surely on the 
receiving end of more scholarly attention within the interdisciplinary field of sound 
studies, or sensory studies in general.47 As the senses are “lived and understood 
differently in different cultures and historical periods”, not only the hierarchy of 
the senses but also the human sensorium itself is “an ever-shifting social and 
historical construct”. For that matter, Howes insists that it is a common fallacy to 
presume that the senses are the sole preserve of psychologists (as a matter of 
                                                   
42 Barbara Maria Stafford, Body Criticism: Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine 
(Cambridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 1991); Chris Jenks, ‘The Centrality of the Eye in Western Culture’, in 
Visual Culture, ed. Chris Jenks (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), 1–25. 
43 Martin Jay, ‘Dialectic of EnLIGHTenment’, in Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-
Century French Thought (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1994), 119–24. 
44 David Howes, ‘Foretaste’, in Sensual Relations: Engaging the Senses in Culture and Social Theory (Ann 
Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2003), xii. 
45 Constance Classen and David Howes, ‘The Museum as Sensescape: Western Sensibilities and Indigenous 
Artefacts’, in Sensible Objects: Colonialism, Museums and Material Culture, ed. Elizabeth Edwards, Chris 
Gosden, and Ruth Phillips (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 2006), 208. 
46 John Urry and Jonas Larsen, ‘Vision and Photography’, in The Tourist Gaze 3.0, Theory, Culture & Society 
(London: SAGE, 2011), 165–66. 
47 Jonathan Sterne, ed., The Sound Studies Reader (Routledge, 2012); Trevor Pinch and Karin Bijsterveld, eds., 
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cognitive processes) and neurobiologists (as a matter of neurological mechanisms). 
The scholar considers every domain of sensory experience as one of cultural 
expression, mediating social practices and interactions. That is also exactly why 
the senses are now investigated to an increasing extent by a variety of scholars, 
such as sociologists, anthropologists, geographers and (art) historians.48 This 
sensory turn in scholarship puts forward a reconsideration of the senses as sources 
of knowledge about objects and events in the world. With regard to the sensory 
turn in art history, common themes are a gradual moving away from the 
traditional ocularcentric approach, a shift in focus from disembodied models of 
spectatorship to include modes of embodied experience, an investigation into the 
role of art experience in giving shape to sensory perception as well as in raising the 
awareness of the bodily senses apart from their apparent functions.49 
VISION AND THE SINGLE-SENSED UNDERSTANDING OF ART 
In art history, too, the sense of sight has become the dominant sense. At first sight, 
it does not seem questionable that art history privileges vision, as art history in its 
broadest sense studies the history and development of the visual arts. In fact, it 
seems rather self-evident. After all, art history often presents the idea of the art 
historian par excellence (or connoisseur) as a rational spectator who, by means of 
analysis and interpretation, is able to know the work of art through the sense of 
sight and not necessarily through the other senses.50 This single-sensed 
understanding of art can be ascribed to different historical circumstances, the first 
                                                   
48 Howes, ‘Foretaste’, xi; David Howes, ‘Introducing Sensory Studies’, The Senses and Society 1, no. 1 (March 
2006): 5; David Howes, ‘Charting the Sensorial Revolution’, The Senses and Society 1, no. 1 (March 2006): 114. 
49 Francesca Bacci and David Melcher, ‘Editors’ Introduction’, in Art and the Senses, ed. Francesca Bacci and 
David Melcher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 2–3. 
50 In her article, art historian Amelia Jones discusses how the practice of art historical analysis today is still 
very much informed by the legacy of Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment (1790): “[T]he practice of art 
historical analysis most often assumes certain values determined via an art critical model of a ‘disinterested’ 
judgment practiced by a learned interpreter who veils his investments in the service of objectivity.” Amelia 
Jones, ‘Art History/Art Criticism: Performing Meaning’, in Performing the Body/Performing the Text, ed. 
Amelia Jones and Andrew Stephenson (New York and London: Routledge, 1999), 36–51. David Howes also 
states that “[a]s soon as something is classified as art, its non-visual qualities are suppressed, and, as trained 
spectators, we know that the right thing to do is to stand back and look at it.” David Howes and Constance 
Classen, ‘Mixed Messages: Engaging the Senses in Art’, in Ways of Sensing: Understanding the Senses In 
Society (New York and London: Routledge, 2013), 17. 
 
 
 Approaching the sense of sound in the visual arts 
 
 
   
16 
one of which being the development of aesthetic theory in the eighteenth century. 
Art educator Paul Duncum argues that the body and the senses have mostly been 
left out of consideration in the discourse of art education under the influence of 
modernist aesthetics and its denial of the body. That denial can be traced back to 
the centuries-old dualism that not only separates the mind from the body but also 
elevates the former over the latter.51 The mind-body dualism can be dated back to 
Plato and has influenced (early) modern thought to a great extent.52 In the early 
modern period, it was the philosophical work of philosopher René Descartes that 
offered a renewed take on the separation of mind and body. For Descartes, the 
mind is “entirely distinct from the body, and would not fail to be what it is even if 
the body did not exist”. The philosopher accustomed himself to lead the mind away 
from the senses, as they every so often deceived the mind. He thus considered 
sensory ideas to be “obscure and confused” and “contaminated” due to the body’s 
involvement.53 Even though Descartes did not work out an aesthetic theory, his 
opposition between mind and body has served as a fertile breeding ground for 
questioning reliance on the senses as a source of truth and knowledge in the course 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth century.54 
The development of aesthetics as a philosophical discipline in this period was 
set in motion by Alexander von Baumgarten, the philosopher who likewise made a 
distinction between things known by the mind and things perceived by the senses. 
He argued for a discipline that attended to what is learned through the senses just 
as there already was a discipline concerned with logic and reason.55 Although, by 
the time of Immanuel Kant’s philosophical take on the aesthetic, the association 
between the aesthetic and the senses was reduced to the sense of sight as the sole 
sensory channel for the perception of art, or rather, for aesthetic judgment. His 
theory of aesthetic experience transformed aesthetics from a discourse on the body 
to a discourse on the disinterested contemplation of beauty and the judgment of 
                                                   
51 Paul Duncum, ‘Visual Culture and an Aesthetics of Embodiment’, International Journal of Education 
through Art 1, no. 1 (2005): 10–12. 
52 See, for example, Danijela Kambaskovic’s Conjunctions of Mind, Soul and Body from Plato to the 
Enlightenment. It is a collection of essays on the relationship between mind and body from Plato to the early 
modern period: Danijela Kambaskovic, ed., Conjunctions of Mind, Soul and Body from Plato to the 
Enlightenment, Studies in the History of Philosophy of Mind 15 (Dordrecht: Springer, 2014). 
53 John Cottingham, ‘René Descartes’, in The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, ed. Ted Honderich, Second 
Edition (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 201–5. 
54 Ted Kinnaman, ‘Aesthetics before Kant’, in A Companion to Early Modern Philosophy, ed. Steven Nadler, 
Blackwell Companions to Philosophy 23 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 572. 
55 These ideas are presented in Baumgarten’s Meditationes philosophicae de nonnullis ad poema pertinentibus 
(1735) and, more famously, in Aesthetica (1750). 
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taste. Eventually, it was Kant’s critical philosophy that would dominate the 
further development of modern theories of aesthetics.56 
In the same spirit, art critic Clement Greenberg famously developed his theory 
of formalism that emphasised the essential formal characteristics of each art form 
in the twentieth century. He argued that every artistic medium should only appeal 
to the sense that would best perceive its sensory effect and that all physical 
properties that could also be perceived by the other senses should be excluded from 
the artwork. In the case of painting, it was the flatness of the surface that it 
shared with no other art and that it was concerned with producing an optical 
effect.57 The modernist definition of aesthetics therefore depends on the separation 
of the senses, seeing that in the appreciation of an artwork the viewer focuses his 
attention exclusively on the physical properties of the work itself and shuts out 
everything else, not only the outer world from the work of art, but also his own 
bodily sensations. In relation herewith film and media scholar Sean Cubitt has 
eloquently written that “[t]he silence of the visual artwork is not an inherent 
quality of visual art, but the historical product of its constitution as message and of 
its dematerialised appreciation [...]”.58  
Greenberg’s ideas were not only influential in the context of art appreciation, 
but they also had an impact on how the works of art were exhibited in the white 
cube of the modern museum and gallery space.59 Art critic Brian O’Doherty 
originally coined the term white cube to refer to the phenomenon of windowless 
exhibition spaces with immaculate white walls that provided a neutral background 
for the artworks on display and that further supported their visual isolation.60 
Sound insulation measures were also often installed to reduce the possibility of 
                                                   
56 Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), 13, 21; Howes and Classen, ‘Mixed 
Messages: Engaging the Senses in Art’, 19–20.  
57 Clement Greenberg, ‘Towards a Newer Laocoon’, in The Collected Essays and Criticism, by Clement 
Greenberg, ed. John O’Brian, vol. 1 (Perceptions and Judgments, 1939-1944) (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1986), 31–32; Clement Greenberg, ‘Modernist Painting’, in The Collected Essays and Criticism, by 
Clement Greenberg, ed. John O’Brian, vol. 4 (Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957-1969) (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1995), 86–87. 
58 Sean Cubitt, ‘Pygmalion: Silence, Sound and Space’, in Digital Aesthetics (London: SAGE, 1998), 93. 
59 In an essay on curatorship, media theorist Boris Groys describes how the tradition of modern art requires 
that “an image must speak for itself; it must immediately convince the spectator, standing in silent 
contemplation, of its own value” and that “[t]he conditions in which the work is exhibited should be reduced to 
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60 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (Santa Monica, SF: The Lapis 
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echoes and to keep all thinkable noise to a strict minimum.61 Such measures were 
not only taken to keep the gallery visitors physically separated from the works of 
art, but also to keep the outside world at bay so that the works could be 
contemplated with the necessary critical distance and apart from any distractions. 
The white cube was thus designed to let viewers forget about their body in favour 
of their eyes and mind.62 
The context of the museum and gallery space has therefore also contributed to 
the single-sensed understanding of art. David Campany has proclaimed that 
“historically the art gallery has been the space of the silent pictorial tradition”.63 
Cultural anthropologist David Howes and cultural historian Constance Classen 
explain that the museum only became that dedicated “eyes-only space” in the 
course of the nineteenth century.64 Before then, it was common practice to touch 
objects on display in museums, as touch was generally believed to supplement the 
sense of sight with information not visible to the eyes. Aside from the informative 
value, the sense of touch also allowed for a certain level of intimacy between visitor 
and object, and, in case of religious images, tactile appreciation came from a desire 
for a physical connection with the divine.65 
According to Howes and Classen, the shift toward pure visuality in the museum 
evolved, among other things, out of a need to build and conserve collections. Given 
that museums became more and more open to the general public in the course of 
the nineteenth century, not only the visitor numbers but also the risk of damage 
and theft shot up.66 Museum visitors were no longer allowed to touch, to speak 
loudly or to behave intrusively in any other way, as it had become a sign of a lack 
of civilised behaviour.67 As a result, appreciating artefacts was no longer a tactile 
experience and looking at art accordingly turned into a concentrated act that 
should not be combined with other activities, such as praying or listening to music 
(as often would be the case when art was present in churches or homes).68 In the 
                                                   
61 Jones, ‘The Mediated Sensorium’, 21. 
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same way, music was listened to in concert halls, meals were eaten in restaurants 
and physical activity was carried out in gymnasiums or playing fields; activities 
were gathered in or around spaces especially organised for the purpose of one 
activity, so that every aspect of life in modernity was fractured.69 Since the start of 
the twentieth century, many different art practices have nevertheless violated, so 
to speak, the modernist sensory segmentation with the incorporation of non-visual 
elements, so that disinterested contemplation has slowly been overtaken by 
multisensory immersion.70 These developments have already led museum curators 
and researchers to re-evaluate their exhibit designs. Now it is up to art theorists 
and critics to include the role and the effects of sound in their consideration of 
audiovisual artworks. The next chapter therefore turns to film studies to borrow 
ideas from the discipline that deal with audiovisuality. 
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2 
Approaching the sense of sound in film studies 
The supremacy of the visual has also been firmly embedded in film history and 
theory, with many early filmmakers questioning the value of sound. In his 
introduction to the “Cinema/Sound” issue of the journal Yale French Studies, film 
scholar Rick Altman notes that the overall majority of writings on film indeed 
starts from the assumption that film is “an essentially visual art” and that sound 
is “little more than a superfluous accompaniment”.71 In this respect, Altman has 
identified a number of fallacies about film sound that have strongly informed 
writings on the relation between image and sound in film to this day. Firstly, there 
is the historical fallacy, that is, the assumption that sound in film is merely an 
add-on as image came before sound in the history and the technological 
development of film. Sound is therefore not a necessary film component and only of 
secondary importance according to the historical fallacy.72 However, in the so-
called silent film era, sound was already present in the form of live or recorded 
music, lectures and sound effects. Traces of film sound like that are just not as 
readily available as those of film images: the films themselves only reproduce the 
visual elements of film, there are no separate recordings of the stage performances 
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and the surviving written records such as newspaper articles, (exhibition) reviews 
and sheet music only present a fragmented and inadequate outline of film sound 
before the introduction of the sound film.73 
Also the ontological fallacy is relevant here, since many have argued that the 
moving image without sound would still be labelled as film, whereas sound 
without the moving image would not.74 The legacy, as it were, of those fallacies is 
still apparent today. Many people still assume that, in film, the characters or 
objects on the screen are the ones that produce the sounds that go with the images. 
This assumption is sustained by the impression that whenever sound goes 
particularly well with an image, the sound is embedded in the image itself. 
However, the sound track is created independently from the image track in the 
process of film production and it is played over loudspeakers—positioned from left 
to right behind the screen and down the sides to the back of the film theatre—
during the film screening. Image and sound only come together on the level of the 
viewer’s perception. 
THE AUDIOVISUAL CONTRACT 
In “Fundamental Aesthetics of Sound in the Cinema”, film scholars David 
Bordwell and Kristin Thompson discuss some of the ways in which sound interacts 
with the image in the perception of the viewer and how the interaction affects how 
viewers receive and respond to film. First, they point out that film sound first and 
foremost engages another sense mode, so that the viewer’s visual attention is 
accompanied by an aural attention in a now more complete perceptual experience. 
In addition, they consider how sound, through its presence, is able to actively 
shape the interpretation of the film. This is where the film scholars refer to a 
passage in Chris Marker’s film essay Letter from Siberia (1957), in which the 
filmmaker repeats the same footage of Soviet workers three times but each time 
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with a different voice-over commentary and with different music.75 As the audience 
interprets the same sequence differently with an altered sound track laid over the 
image, Marker’s film questions the relationship between the sound and the image 
track and furthermore illustrates the potentially manipulative effects a sound 
track may produce.76 Similarly, Bordwell and Thompson also discuss how the 
sound track can direct the attention of the viewer specifically within the image, as 
if it can be pointing to specific things to watch. It seems that the purpose of their 
account of sound as a film technique is to demonstrate that sound has the power to 
alter the perception of images.77 
Film scholar Michel Chion has been researching the relation between image and 
sound for some decades now and has written a number of seminal books on the 
subject. Chion has not only provided a valuable theoretical framework for better 
understanding the relationship between visual and auditory perception when 
confronted with audiovisual materials, but he has also launched plenty of 
neologisms to encourage a further discussion and exploration of sound in film. In 
his book Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, for example, he discusses the idea of 
audio-vision as the audiovisual perception in which seeing and hearing cannot be 
separated. In his book, Chion moreover discusses the audiovisual relationship in 
terms of an audiovisual contract, because the author believes that visual and 
auditory perception are not only inseparable but also influence one another, 
however not as the result of a natural relationship between the two perceptions.78 
It is the author’s finding that, if images are presented with sound, the attention of 
the spectator is directed to other aspects of the images than if the images were 
silent. Sound thus has the ability to lend a certain context to the images or to 
guide the spectator to a certain conclusion. That ability is what Chion commonly 
refers to as added value or “the expressive and/or informative value with which 
sound enriches a given image, so as to create the definite impression (either 
immediate or remembered) that this meaning emanates “naturally” from the 
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image itself”.79 The concept of added value thereby supports the earlier observation 
of Bordwell and Thompson that the sound track has the ability to direct the 
attention of the viewer within the image. 
Chion further explains that the phenomenon of added value is especially at 
work when the principle of synchresis (combination of synchronism and synthesis) 
is in place. The synchresis effect occurs when a pairing of sound and image is 
perceived as a single unity instead of two separate perceptions.80 An example of 
this would be the synchronic coupling of sounds that are not necessarily footsteps 
and the shot of a person walking, whereupon the spectator’s psychophysiological 
response would nevertheless be to believe that the sounds are those of footsteps 
after all. In the same manner, the author has coined a great many new concepts 
that are useful in the analysis of film sound. For instance, he has also identified 
three modes of listening people participate in when experiencing a film: causal 
listening, semantic listening and reduced listening. Causal listening occurs when a 
person is “listening to a sound in order to gather information about its cause (or 
source)”, while semantic listening has the purpose of gathering information about 
what the sound is communicating. Finally, reduced listening does not focus on the 
cause or the meaning of a sound but instead concentrates on its qualities, taking 
the sound itself as the object of observation, as a raw material, and not as the 
expression of something else.81 In the next chapter, these three modes are reviewed 
in the context of specific case studies. 
EMBODIED PERCEPTION AND HAPTIC AUDIOVISUALITY 
Whereas Chion focuses on the relation between image and sound, there are 
other film scholars who also take the other senses into account in their research. 
They believe that the film experience of the viewer is multisensory in spite of film’s 
audiovisual design. The idea of the interconnectedness of the senses has led to a 
sensory turn in contemporary film studies that has thus redirected attention from 
the strictly visual to involve the body and the other senses. This shift in focus is 
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based on the premise that the experience of film is also determined by the 
spectator’s body and the ways in which the spectator can make sense of the images 
on the screen through his body’s capacities to sense and feel. Theories about the 
role of the spectator’s body and the senses have developed greatly, especially by 
means of a phenomenological approach.82 The discipline of phenomenology is 
originally based on the work of philosopher Edmund Husserl, but in film studies 
the work of another philosopher, namely Maurice Merleau-Ponty, is cited more 
extensively. Although Merleau-Ponty was interested in cinema and wrote on the 
conditions of perceptions in relation to film theory in his lecture-turned-essay Film 
and the New Psychology, his work had almost no impact on film theory until film 
and media theorist Vivian Sobchack wrote on the subject of sensory film perception 
in her books The Address of the Eye and Carnal Thoughts.83 
According to Sobchack, “we do not see any movie only through our eyes. We see 
and comprehend and feel films with our entire bodily being, informed by the full 
history and carnal knowledge of our acculturated sensorium”.84 Her research topics 
consequently include film’s relation to the sensorium and its place within film 
spectatorship. In this connection, Sobchack has postulated the notion of the 
spectator as a cinesthetic subject. As a neologism, cinesthesia combines cinema, 
synaesthesia and coenaesthesia. As synaesthesia stands for intersensoriality (or 
the phenomenon in the course of which “a sensation in one part of the body [is] 
produced by a stimulus applied to another part” of the body) and coenaesthesia 
refers to “the general sense or feeling of existence arising from the sum of bodily 
impressions, as distinct from the definite sensations of the special senses”, the 
term cinesthesia can be used to describe how cinema “uses our dominant senses of 
vision and hearing to speak comprehensibly to our other senses”.85 In such a way, 
film addresses the viewer somatically as he is affected by the filmic image and 
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sound before cognitive information processing takes place and creates involvement 
on another level.86 
The question now is how the viewer’s senses of sight and sound can be directly 
affected by the film so as to address the entire sensory apparatus of the spectator’s 
body. Perhaps the answer lies with the physicality of film, also determined by 
formal aspects, that has an effect on the ways in which viewers give meaning to 
the cinematic experience and on how they are physically engaged in that sensorial 
experience. Film scholars who are inspired by phenomenological philosophy often 
refer to a cinema that is haptic—relating to the sense of touch. Film and media 
scholar Laura U. Marks distinguishes two modes of visuality. She distinguishes 
haptic visuality from optical visuality: whereas optical visuality is based on the 
representational value of the image, haptic visuality is centred around the film 
image’s material presence through a physical engagement with surface detail and 
texture.87 
According to Marks, a film can be perceived as haptic due to that film’s intrinsic 
haptic qualities, such as changes in focus, graininess, under- or overexposure, to 
which a viewer then may or may not respond. The eyes of the viewer function then 
as organs of touch.88 As haptic visuality thus draws from other sense experiences, 
such as touch, it requires more involvement from the body than optical visuality: 
“Like the Renaissance perspective that is their progenitor, cinema’s optical images 
address a viewer who is distant, distinct, and disembodied. Haptic images invite 
the viewer to dissolve his or her subjectivity in the close and bodily contact with 
the image.”89 In the same way, Marks indicates that there may be historical 
periods in which cinema is more likely to be perceived either optically or 
haptically. As an example, she refers to the period of early cinema as a period in 
which cinema was perceived more haptically.90 In point of fact, film scholar Tom 
Gunning has characterised early cinema as a cinema of attractions, whereby the 
aesthetic of attraction appeals to the viewer through direct bodily confrontation. 
Instead of pulling the viewer in with a narrative, the film image in the cinema of 
                                                   
86 Elsaesser and Hagener, Film Theory: An Introduction through the Senses, 117. 
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attractions engages the viewer’s attention and curiosity through “a variety of 
formal means”.91 
Similarly, film scholar Jennifer Barker discusses this direct bodily confrontation 
more generally in terms of cinematic tactility as an attitude that marks the 
relation between film and film viewer on different levels of embodiment: haptically 
(skin), kinaesthetically (muscles) and viscerally (internal body).92 She mentions 
how a close analysis of image and sound in film reveals the “embodied structures 
and patterns” that enable this attitude of cinematic tactility in the viewer. It is 
notable that Barker includes sound in her analysis.93 Marks, on the other hand, 
acknowledges that she does not really take sound into consideration in her book. 
But even though she only mentions haptic qualities that have to do with the image 
track, she does suggest that there can be made a case for haptic hearing as well. 
She defines it as the mode of hearing that people adopt when they have yet to 
differentiate between all of the sounds that are presented to them, before their 
perceptual filters have come into play.94 Marks does not, however, address (haptic) 
audiovisuality in spite of film’s audiovisual nature. She only mentions that haptic 
images that are combined with sound are more likely to get an embodied response 
from the viewer.95 
This statement is in keeping with the idea that all the senses are extensions of 
the tactile sense and that all sensory experiences involve touching.96 Theatre 
scholar Adrian Curtin has recently called attention to the tactile dimension of 
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sound in his publication on sound experimentation by avant-garde theatre artists 
in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.97 In the book, he references 
virtuoso percussionist Evelyn Glennie’s “Hearing Essay” in which she approaches 
sound as vibration and emphasises the so-called audiohaptic nature of vibratory 
perception. She writes: 
“Hearing is basically a specialized form of touch. Sound is simply vi-
brating air which the ear picks up and converts to electrical signals, 
which are then interpreted by the brain. The sense of hearing is not the 
only sense that can do this, touch can do this too. (…) With very low fre-
quency vibration the ear starts becoming inefficient and the rest of the 
body’s sense of touch starts to take over. For some reason we tend to 
make a distinction between hearing a sound and feeling a vibration, in 
reality they are the same thing.” 98 
In this understanding of sound as vibration, Glennie thus expands the notion of 
hearing to a sensory process that involves the whole body rather than just the 
ears. It is in this respect that Curtin consequently makes a connection between 
sound and affect and conceptualises the idea of hearing affectively: “If one hears 
affectively, one hears in such a way as to be physically moved or disturbed; hearing 
affectively means experiencing sound viscerally, not just with one’s ears but one’s 
whole body.”99 The term affect has been defined differently in various fields of 
study. In film theory, the term was not used extensively until the 1990s, when it 
appeared in research on the impact of cinematic experience on the body of the film 
spectators.100 Affect can be used in this context to denote “the circuit of bodily 
responses to stimuli that take place before conscious apprehension”. These 
physiological responses can be as varied as a startling reaction, a reddening of the 
face or a racing heart. Once apprehended, consciously processed and/or physically 
expressed, they can be considered as emotions.101 
In this regard, hearing is not a discrete sense, seeing that to hear also means to 
be touched affectively or emotionally. And since ears do not have lids and therefore 
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cannot be closed, people have no full control over what they hear. They remain 
immersed in sound. New media scholar Frances Dyson asserts accordingly that 
sound contributes greatly to making the experience of media (such as cinema) feel 
more immersive, as she identifies sound as the immersive medium par excellence: 
“Three-dimensional, interactive, and synesthetic, perceived in the here 
and now of an embodied space, sound returns to the listener the very 
same qualities that media mediates: that feeling of being here now, of 
experiencing oneself as engulfed, enveloped, absorbed, enmeshed, in 
short, immersed in an environment. Sound surrounds.” 102 
Sound thus plays an important role in creating an immersive effect in the filmic 
experience of the viewer. The immersion in this context does not refer to cognitive 
immersion—established through the presence of a fictional reality in which the 
viewer-as-mind is absorbed—but instead to sensory immersion. The latter concept 
of immersion refers to immersion in the here and now as “an enhanced state of 
being in relation to the surrounding space and responding to immediate stimuli” 
with the potential for the viewer-as-body to engage with the work on a physical 
and an affective level.103 The concept of haptic audiovisuality can be useful here for 
better understanding the sensory engagement that is so often put forward by film 
and video art installations in art galleries and museum spaces. Artists who want 
to evoke those sensory immersive experiences often create haptic images and 
haptic sounds for their work because they encourage a bodily response: they 
activate haptic seeing and haptic hearing and hence embodied perception. 
Examples of these audiovisual strategies are attended to in the following chapter. 
FILM AND THE EMBODIED BRAIN 
The viewer-as-body is consistent with the phenomenological approach presented 
above, whereas the viewer-as-mind relies on a cognitive approach to film studies. 
Both approaches have recently turned to neuroscience to extend their 
understanding of film based on the biological functions of the brain. The existence 
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of the human mirror neuron system has, for example, added a neurological aspect 
to the phenomenological experience of film. Mirror neurons are nerve cells in the 
brain and they are activated when individuals carry out an action but also when 
they observe that same action being carried out by other individuals.104 The 
discovery of mirror neurons at the beginning of the nineties has since then also 
informed film studies, as the existence of these neurons implies that films are 
capable of activating them in the brain by means of the representation of actions 
performed by others.105 In this way, the viewer is able to embody experiences and 
feel them when he sees these experiences performed in others on the screen. 
Neuroscientific research has shown that the majority of these perceived actions 
does not reach the cognitive centres of the brain, as the perceptual information 
goes straight to the motor action system, allowing for a physiological response to 
perceived stimuli before or even without consciously deliberating them.106 In other 
words, the existence of mirror neurons and their functioning offer an argument in 
favour of embodied perception and the phenomenological model of the viewer-as-
body, as this model places the viewer’s affective response to film at the centre of 
analysis. 
In the last two decades, a new line of research within cognitive film theory has 
also broached the subject of embodied perception by taking notice of the cognitive 
activity of the viewer’s brain. With terms like psychocinematics, neurocinematics, 
film neuroaesthetics and neurofilmology, many scholars have contributed to the 
launch of a new interdisciplinary field that studies the effect of film aesthetics on 
brain activity by means of empirical research.107 Neuroscientist Uri Hasson—who 
coined the term neurocinematics—and his colleagues were among the first to 
examine how the brain responds to film using functional magnetic resonance 
imaging (fMRI). One of their findings is that certain film aesthetics have the 
potential to control neural responses, meaning that they tend to lead to similar 
percepts, emotions, thoughts or behaviours across many viewers.108 
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Film scholar Torben Grodal, too, turns to the results of neuroscientific studies to 
explain the aesthetic experience of film. It is in this context that he introduces the 
notion of the embodied brain. His general theory of film experience describes how 
the neural processing of audiovisual media is linked to the stimulation of emotion 
as the result of a very specific processing flow, from perception to action. It is 
important to note that the stimulation of emotion implies a cognitive component in 
addition to a physiological response—keeping in mind the previously established 
distinction between affect and emotion. Grodal does not consider the senses as 
independent processors of perceptual information. Instead, he suggests that they 
are mere input devices that provide the emotional and cognitive centres of the 
brain with the necessary information to prepare or prompt motor actions. Grodal 
has named his model the PECMA flow model (perception, emotion, cognition and 
motor action) and as such it offers a relevant framework for the analysis of specific 
film experiences.109 
It is of particular interest here that Grodal approaches film as an audiovisual 
medium that requires audiovisual perception and that he furthermore refers to the 
brain’s processing of both visual and acoustic input in the experience of film.110 On 
that account, film images and sounds confront the viewer with stimuli and serve as 
an invitation to respond with an appropriate emotion. The idea that films offer 
invitations “to feel in particular ways” is an idea put forth by film scholar Greg 
Smith. The viewer can choose to accept or reject the invitation, but films are 
generally structured to appeal to his emotions in any case.111 Smith discusses this 
appeal in terms of filmic cues, ranging from facial expression, figure movement, 
dialogue, vocal expression and tone, costume, lighting, mise-en-scène, set design, 
editing, camera (angle, distance, movement), depth of field, character qualities and 
histories, narrative situation to sound and music. According to the scholar, each 
one of these cues has the ability to elicit an emotional reaction to the film or create 
a certain mood that serves as a predisposition to the experience of emotion. Smith 
adds that mood and emotion are mutually reinforcing: whereas mood encourages 
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emotional experience, the experience of emotion encourages the viewer to continue 
in his current mood.112 
Although the direct relation between music, film and emotion is not central to 
Smith’s mood-cue approach to the emotional experience in film, he does refer to the 
employment of sound effects and music as important factors in cuing filmic 
emotions.113 The potential of sound to evoke emotions or influence mood has been 
subject to extensive studies in many different fields of scientific investigation, as it 
is generally agreed that sound, and music more specifically, is closely related to 
human emotion—but how exactly that is remains difficult to pin down. Broad 
research on emotions has established that the subject is challenging because 
different people have a tendency to respond in different ways emotionally to the 
same stimulus. The investigation of the neural processing of music-evoked 
emotions has, however, shown that music can regulate activity in brain structures 
that are known to be involved in emotion.114 Researchers have consequently 
attempted to create a list of possible underlying mechanisms that explain how the 
auditory induction of emotion works. Music psychologist Patrik Juslin, for one, has 
presented a theoretical framework—known as BRECVEMA—that now 
distinguishes between eight neuropsychological mechanisms that are not exclusive 
to music.115 Some of these mechanisms will prove useful in explaining the role of 
sound in the embodied experience of the film and video installations selected for 
this study. To avoid repetition, they will be discussed in the next chapter. 
Since both phenomenological and cognitive approaches to film studies have been 
incorporating the results of recent developments in the field of neuroscience, it is 
becoming clear that the opposition between the viewer-as-mind and the viewer-as-
body, between strictly thinking and strictly feeling, between affect and emotion, is 
not sustainable. As a result, film and media scholars Adriano D’Aloia and Ruggero 
Eugeni have proposed the viewer-as-organism as a solution, where they propose 
that “the viewer-as-organism handles simultaneously many processes of different 
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nature (sensory, perceptual, cognitive, emotional, motor, active, mnemonic).”116 
Film scholar David Ingram has likewise tried to overcome the differences between 
cognitive and phenomenological film theory in his analysis of eco-films by focusing 
his attention on all relevant manifestations of cognition, emotion and affect in 
cinema rather than involving just one dimension of film spectatorship.117 It should 
not be surprising then that this study is also informed by the realisation that the 
viewer-as-body and the viewer-as-mind essentially involve the same viewer. 
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3 
Film and video sound in the contemporary gallery 
The contemporary gallery space is no longer the hushed space it once was. It is 
rather filled with sounds coming from various sources, such as headphones, 
speakers, TV monitors, computers and projection spaces (not to mention the voices 
and footsteps from visitors).118 Leaving the phenomenon of sound art out of 
consideration here, the sounds in the gallery space mostly emanate from the film 
and video installations on display. These works generally go against the silent and 
still artworks of the past as they incorporate both sound and movement. Unless, of 
course, the artist in question prefers to work with silent film. Canadian artist 
Mark Lewis, for example, is best known for his short silent films. He uses film as a 
gallery medium as he explores different ways of presenting his films in relation to 
more traditional pictorial genres such as painting and photography. Without the 
interruption of sound, his silent films are, quite literally, moving pictures on the 
gallery wall. 
Lewis regularly references the cinematic language of film through the use of 
long takes that allow the viewer to dwell time on the image. A prime example of 
this is North Circular (2000) (fig. 4): this single take film begins with a distant shot 
of an abandoned building in an empty car park.119 After a couple of minutes (of 
stillness), the image is set in motion and gradually zooms in on the structure. As 
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his films do not seem to offer any apparent narratives and as their rhythm is 
rather slow, the attention of the viewer is centred on the formal qualities and the 
composition of the image itself as if to make the viewer reconsider the role of 
looking and question his commitment to observation. 
Lewis finds that sound takes the attention of the viewer away from the image 
and therefore does not include it in his works. Their silence allows for the 
possibility of several pieces being shown together. In this sense, Lewis does not 
challenge the conventions of the gallery space but accepts them; the artist does not 
use the gallery as a screen but accepts it as a wall. In addition, his films also do not 
make any further demands on the gallery space or on the audience, seeing that, 
without sound, the viewer is not easily immersed in a cinematic spectacle and is 
encouraged to remain a detached observer.120 In other words, the absence of sound 
in his work is deliberate: “One of the things I learned to do was to remove sound 
from my films. Sound interrupts your thinking and it stops you from looking. I like 
my films to be looked at with the viewer having absolute freedom to do what he or 
she wants.”121 Elsewhere, in an interview, Lewis lists even more reasons for 
making his films silent. In addition to his preference for contemplative looking on 
part of the viewer and his view that sound in the gallery space is inappropriate, he 
raises the matter of sound’s manipulative potential in film. The artist explains how 
sound can influence the reading of an image, how it can add an emotional 
undertone and, finally, how it can interfere with the viewer’s inner speech.122 The 
reasons that persuade Lewis not to use sound are exactly those that prompt other 
artists to include it in their practice, as will become clear in the case studies in this 
chapter. A close examination of the works of Steve McQueen, Anri Sala, Tacita 
Dean and Luke Fowler will accordingly demonstrate, in different ways, how sound 
can enhance the ‘viewing’ experience. 
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STEVE MCQUEEN: SOUND AND SENSORY ENGAGEMENT 
Sound plays a prominent part in the work of British artist and filmmaker Steve 
McQueen, who is best known to the general public for his highly acclaimed feature 
films Hunger (2008), Shame (2011) and 12 Years a Slave (2013). McQueen started 
his career as an artist in the nineties with short video and film installations. Over 
the years, his body of work has increased to include somewhat longer films that 
adopt a quasi-documentary approach.123 His work as a visual artist is furthermore 
characterised by an outspoken interest in the formal elements of film, drawing 
upon traditions such as those of structural and materialist filmmaking and 
performance art.124 McQueen generally presents his work through installations in 
the gallery space, as he wishes to foreground the corporeal dimensions of film 
experiences and to inquire into their role as a mechanism for engaging the 
viewer.125 The experimental formal tone of his work seems to be his way of dealing 
with difficult subject matter, from which a potential political concern can be 
discerned. Recurrent themes in his works relate to raising awareness of 
postcolonial politics and the aftermath of an increasingly globalised world. 
The sound of silence 
In the course of McQueen’s career as an artist, sound becomes more and more 
central to much of his work: whereby nearly all of McQueen’s early film works are 
silent, later films make use of sound in an almost sculptural capacity in the way 
that they make use of the gallery space.126 As to the reason of the silence in his first 
film works, the artist explains: 
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McQueen’s early works such as Bear (1993), Just Above My Head (1996) and Catch (1997): the formal aspects of 
these pieces are often cited as their ultimate subject (even though they are not mere formal experiments), 
whereas the presence of the artist in his own works bring the performance art practices of the seventies to 
mind. 
125 Okwui Enwezor, ‘Haptic Visions: The Films of Steve McQueen’, in Steve McQueen, ed. Gerrie Van Noord 
(London: Institute of Contemporary Arts; Zürich: Kunsthalle, 1999), 38. 
126 Enwezor states that “when they [i.e. the films] introduce sound, it throbs through the space, rattling the 
spectator’s body.” Okwui Enwezor, ‘From Screen to Space: Projection and Reanimation in the Early Work of 
Steve McQueen’, in Steve McQueen: Works, ed. Isabel Friedli and Heidi Naef (Basel: Schaulager, 2012), 20. 
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“The whole idea of making it a silent experience is so that when people 
walk into the space they become very much aware of themselves, of their 
own breathing. Unlike silent movies, which weren’t really silent because 
there was always a musical accompaniment in the background, it is  
real silence. […] I want to put people into a situation where they’re sen-
sitive to themselves watching the piece.” 127 
In that sense, McQueen’s early films are not strictly silent films, but rather 
films without sound. That is to say, the images are drained of sound—either by 
means of the sound not being recorded in the first place, or by means of the sound 
track not being used in the final work. The artistic decision to eliminate sound 
thus aims to encourage the viewer’s physical awareness of the room as well as of 
his body’s presence therein, to have the viewer engage in the image on both an 
optical and a haptic level: the works invite the viewer to linger on the texture of 
the images for some time so that he can slowly decipher what he is beholding.128 
The artist was also after this type of engagement when he first started to 
incorporate actual sound in his work. The first of McQueen’s films to introduce 
sound was Drumroll (1998) (fig. 5), a film that consists of footage collected by three 
cameras attached to the inside of an oil drum, which the artist rolled through the 
streets of Manhattan.129 The three cameras were secured as follows: one camera 
mounted to each side (top and bottom) and a third camera was installed through 
an opening on the side. The final result presents itself as a triptych of projected 
images in the exhibition room.130 While two screens mostly show passengers and 
through traffic, another screen shows three different scenes: what transpired on 
the road right before the oil drum, the artist rolling the oil drum through the 
streets and finally the sky—only to return to the road and so on and so forth.131 
What remains unchanged throughout the work are the infernal noise of the oil 
drum rolling over the road, the noise on the street and the occasional sorry of the 
artist trying to make his way through the traffic. 
                                                   
127 Patricia Bickers, ‘Let’s Get Physical’, Art Monthly, no. 202 (December 1996): 1–5. 
128 Enwezor, ‘Haptic Visions: The Films of Steve McQueen’, 38–40; Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural 
Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses, 162–63. 
129 Steve McQueen, Drumroll, 1998. Three-channel colour video projection, sound, 22 minutes 1 second, 
synchronised continuous projection. 
130 Michael Newman, ‘McQueen’s Materialism’, in Steve McQueen, ed. Gerrie Van Noord (London: Institute of 
Contemporary Arts; Zürich: Kunsthalle, 1999), 30. 
131 Doris Krystof, ‘The Song of the Street: “Drumroll” as an Artistic Manifesto’, in Steve McQueen, ed. Doris 
Krystof (Wenen: Kunsthalle, 2001), 23. 
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Seeing that the film reveals how it came into being, both on a visual as well as 
on an acoustic level, Drumroll is often compared to Robert Morris’s Box with the 
Sound of Its Own Making from 1961.132 This piece of ‘sculpture’ contains a tape 
recorder, hidden out of sight, with the sound recording that documents the 
production process of the artwork, whereby the convention of the silent gallery 
space is broken. The recording is more than three hours long and adds another 
time dimension to the art experience of the viewer—now also listener: the viewer-
listener can hear the construction of the box going on in the past, while he sees the 
box in the present.133 The first person that Morris showed the box to was the 
American artist John Cage.134 The motives underlying the artistic decisions of 
McQueen to accompany his moving images with a sound track or otherwise, bear 
several striking resemblances to the ideas of the abovementioned artist. First of 
all, Cage’s idea of silence is closely related to the nature of the silence in 
McQueen’s early work. It so happens that Cage has stated that there is no such 
thing as silence. He reached that conclusion after he had visited an anechoic 
chamber in 1952, a space in which every reflection of sound becomes completely 
absorbed. Yet, Cage was able to distinguish two different tones, namely that of his 
nervous system as well as that of his blood circulation.135 According to him, silence 
can therefore not be equated with the absence of sound—because sound is always 
present—but rather with the absence of intentional sounds. It is this realisation 
that would form the foundation of his so-called silent pieces, of which 4’33” (1952) 
undoubtedly is the most famous composition. 
4’33” consists of four minutes and thirty-three seconds in which the performer 
plays nothing. During the first performance of the piece, pianist David Tudor only 
sat at the piano for the assigned time, indication the beginning / ending of 
movements by closing / lifting the keyboard lid, while occasionally turning the 
score pages. The only sounds that filled the room were those of the environment, 
for the most part produced by a typically uncomfortable audience shifting in their 
                                                   
132 Robert Morris, Box with the Sound of Its Own Making, 1961. Walnut box, speaker, tape, 24.8 x 24.8 x 
24.8 cm. Ibid., 22. 
133 Andrew V. Uroskie, ‘Moving Images in the Gallery’, in Between the Black Box and the White Cube: Expanded 
Cinema and Postwar Art (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 117–20. 
134 Morris: “When Cage came, I turned it on … and he wouldn’t listen to me. He sat and listened to it for three 
hours and that was really impressive to me. He just sat there.” Maurice Berger, Labyrinths: Robert Morris, 
Minimalism, and the 1960s (New York: Harper & Row, 1989), 30–31. 
135 Cage: “There is no such thing as silence. Get thee to an anechoic chamber and hear thy nervous system in 
operation and hear there thy blood in circulation.” John Cage, Silence: Lectures and Writings (Cambridge, MA 
and London: The MIT Press, 1971), 13–14, 51. 
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seats.136 McQueen’s explanation for the lack of a soundtrack in his early work—
that says that it has got to do with heightening the spectator’s attentiveness to his 
own physical embodiment—corresponds to Cage’s finding that with the absence of 
intentional sounds people’s attention automatically goes out to their own body. 
Secondly, Cage’s chance operations, in which chance brought about the 
determinations of the composition also come to mind when considering Drumroll.137 
In an interview, McQueen hinted that the particular process of filming the streets 
of Manhattan would provide him with a document of “a very specific urban 
situation”, to which he added the following: 
“Everything was perfect, I could do no wrong. I felt almost like a musi-
cian. All I had to do was to keep this oil drum almost like keeping a 
beat. The chaos that was recorded of people, cars, trucks, etc. was al-
most like improvisation. Everything that slipped into the frame was 
permitted, it was impossible to make a ‘mistake’, everything is al-
lowed.” 138 
No matter what the camera recorded, throughout the experience of the work it is 
the sound of the city that remains constant. Whereas the images on the screens 
possibly disorient the viewer and refuse him a fixed point of view from which he 
can survey the work, listening to the sounds assist him in localising himself in the 
space of the work and the room, in experiencing the work from different angles, 
and ultimately also in making sense of the installation. 
Spectatorial engagement through the senses 
Aside from certain similarities to the ideas of John Cage in his use of sound, 
McQueen also draws upon techniques that are typical of the structural and 
materialist film of the sixties, in which the formal decisions of the filmmaker did 
not only determine the look and feel of the film, but ultimately became its actual 
subject. That way, the attention of the spectator exclusively goes to the non-
narrative structure of the work, as a result of which the act of viewing as such 
                                                   
136 Richard Kostelanetz, Conversing with Cage, Second Edition (New York and London: Routledge, 
2003), 65, 187. 
137 Marc G. Jensen, ‘John Cage, Chance Operations, and the Chaos Game: Cage and the I Ching’, The Musical 
Times 150, no. 1907 (Summer 2009): 97–102. 
138 Gerald Matt, ‘Steve McQueen in Conversation with Gerald Matt’, in Steve McQueen, ed. Doris Krystof 
(Wenen: Kunsthalle, 2001), 16. 
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comes to the fore. In other words, structural film sought to challenge the 
spectator’s perceptual and cognitive processes required to understand the film’s 
overall structure. The formal aspects of McQueen’s films are, overall, indeed highly 
emphasised: going from the frame, the viewpoint of the camera (moving or 
otherwise), the lighting, the playback speed to (the absence of) the soundtrack.139 
They do not harbour any explicit narrative elements, for the artist wishes to cut 
across the so-called deception of the narrative film in which the spectator becomes 
a passive witness through the predictability of the plot lines and the character 
identification process.140 McQueen conversely prefers a participatory or an active 
spectator: through the privileging of the image’s material presence the spectator is 
more inclined to become actively engaged with the haptic images than to be pulled 
into narrative.141 
The understanding of this structural and materialist film practice is founded on 
film as a visual phenomenon, whereby people often pass over the fact that the 
sound track is also an important instrument in dismantling the unity of cinematic 
representation. In several structural films, the sound track changes tone, quality 
or intensity without there being any motivation for it in the image on the screen.142 
In Western Deep (2002) (fig. 6–10)—McQueen’s film that sheds light on the 
working conditions of mine workers in the TauTona mines near Johannesburg in 
South Africa—something similar unfolds: the logical connection between that 
which can be seen and that which can be heard is undermined at times.143 The 
spectator can, for example, determine that a conversation is taking place and yet 
he cannot hear anything. In the opposite case, the spectator is overcome by sounds, 
but he cannot establish where those sounds are coming from exactly. 
Western Deep takes the viewer into the deepest gold mines in the world, more 
than three and a half kilometres underground where nothing but darkness 
predominates. The film begins in pitch-blackness with a prolonged black screen 
and a deafening soundtrack. The infernal noises of metal equipment and 
machinery last a couple of minutes, and every now and then a few flashes of light 
                                                   
139 Mark Durden, ‘Viewing Positions: Steve McQueen’, Parachute, no. 98 (April 2000): 18–25. 
140 Martha Schwendener, ‘Steve McQueen, Marian Goodman’, Flash Art 30, no. 197 (December 1997): 112. 
141 Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses, 163. 
142 Suárez refers here to films by, among others, Paul Sharits, Hollis Frampton, Peter Kubelka, Michael Snow 
and Tony Conrad. Juan A. Suárez, ‘Structural Film: Noise’, in Still Moving: Between Cinema and Photography, 
ed. Karen Beckman and Jean Ma (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008), 65–66. 
143 Steve McQueen, Western Deep, 2002. Super 8 mm film, transferred to video, sound, 24 minutes 12 seconds, 
screened in a cinema-like space. 
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appear. Eventually, an out-of-focus close-up of a mine worker wearing a flashlight 
helmet shortly becomes visible, only to disappear again until a fluorescent violet 
light slowly reveals the industrial lift that transports the mine workers to the 
bottom of the shaft. The camera is situated amidst a group of miners who go down 
the mine at a dizzy speed. All the while, the lift cage scrapes and bangs against the 
shaft walls. But then the sound occasionally falls away and the viewer is left with 
silent images that nonetheless speak volumes. As soon as the mine workers have 
reached their destination, they thread their way through the ill-lit tunnels and 
begin their work. 
Towards the end of the film, there is a scene that shows a medical examination 
of the mine workers that is to establish their state of health: the miners are forced 
to go up and down a bench to the rhythm of an alarm signal that goes with a 
flashing red light. Moreover, the temperature in the room is turned up to mimic 
the underground circumstances in the mines as faithfully as possible. During and 
after the examination, the workers’ temperature gets taken to check if their body 
temperature does not rise up too high due to the exhausting exercises: if they do 
not pass the test, they are inevitably out of work.144 In this scene, too, harsh sounds 
alternate with uncomfortable and oppressive silence. At times, the alarm signal is 
not even audible. The light keeps flashing though, and the mine workers continue 
their exercises. As a consequence of these visual clues, the viewer is able to 
determine that the silences are a deliberate intervention of the artist. Then, the 
screen abruptly turns red, while the sound track carries on. After ten seconds or 
so, the film moves from a red screen to the final scene. The mine workers are 
finally clearly visible in what looks like a waiting room. The very last film frame is 
that of an exhausted mine worker in side view. 
Starting a film that is often taken for a documentary with complete darkness is 
undeniably a strategic consideration according to art historian T.J. Demos. On the 
one hand, the black screen at the beginning of the film immediately indicates a 
reluctant attitude towards the idea of transparency within the documentary genre. 
The low degree of visibility in the image consequently contests the documentary 
reading that the spectator is put up to. On the other hand, the senses of the 
spectator are addressed in a very particular way. As a result of the black screen in 
                                                   
144 Steve McQueen, Lecture at the Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture (New York, 2009); Adrian 
Searle, ‘A Conversation with Steve McQueen’, in Steve McQueen: Works, ed. Isabel Friedli and Heidi Naef 
(Basel: Schaulager, 2012), 202. 
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the exhibition room and thus as a result of the absence of visual clues in the image, 
the attention of the spectator is relocated to the screeching soundtrack and 
dedicated to causal listening—if the focus was not already with the sound track to 
begin with, for the deafening sound is expected to grab the spectator’s attention 
straightaway. After a while, it becomes clear that the experience in the exhibition 
room recreates the working conditions of the miners underground on a sensory 
level. Demos has likewise put forward that “the film proposes a parallel between 
its content and the terms of its reception, creating a multisensory mimicry of the 
brutal experience within a mine”. But only the sense of sight and of hearing are 
addressed here. The sense of touch, too, becomes operative, as it were, by the 
vibrations from the roar of machinery in the mines.145 
In addition, the deafening noise in Western Deep also answers to the description 
of noise as redundant information. In this respect, noise contests the concept of the 
index as an argument for the transparency of photographic and phonographic 
representation, for the camera and the microphone do not distinguish between 
important and less important information. Besides, the occurrence of noise can 
also be visually translated into the dust and scratches that the course of time 
leaves on the film strip and that will ultimately increase the haptic nature of the 
images.146 The camera and the microphone merely capture each detail with the 
best possible quality, whereby it becomes clear that “reality always contains an 
excess that cannot be entirely reduced to sense”.147 When McQueen went filming in 
South Africa for Western Deep, he ended up in total darkness. He left it to chance 
and accepted beforehand that his film footage would contain such noise.148 What is 
more, the artist’s deliberate choice to film on Super 8 mm film contributed greatly 
to the amount of grain on the image. McQueen explains that he wanted the viewer 
to have something that he could hold onto in the texture of the image.149 According 
to the artist, the sound was also essential to the texture of the work, given that he 
                                                   
145 Gareth Evans, ‘Journey to the Deep’, Sight & Sound, December 2002, 12; T.J. Demos, ‘The Art of Darkness: 
On Steve McQueen’, October 114 (Fall 2005): 61–62. 
146 Suárez, ‘Structural Film: Noise’, 69. 
147 Ibid., 72. 
148 McQueen: “I knew that the darkness was my friend in a kind of way, because I thought ‘You can’t miss. 
Wherever you put the camera, you can’t miss.’” McQueen, Lecture at the Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture. 
149 Searle, ‘A Conversation with Steve McQueen’, 201. Marks confirms how the graininess of images are able to 
contribute to their haptic effect: “[…] the grain of 8mm film is easily visible […]. Graininess certainly produces 
a tactile quality, as the eye may choose between concentrating on figures and ignoring the points that make 
them or bracketing the figures and allowing the figures and dissolving among the points.” Marks, The Skin of 
the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses, 173, 175. 
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believes in sound’s potential to transport the viewers to an actual location: “[I]t can 
transport you anywhere. […] It creates an aural world. It fills your head. In 
Western Deep the sound was part of the texture I wanted to capture.”150 By 
foregrounding the texture of the sound track, the film is thus able to induce an 
experience of haptic hearing in addition to the experience of haptic seeing. 
In conclusion, the notion of sound in the work of McQueen has become 
increasingly more important since Drumroll in 1998. The roar of machines in 
Western Deep, for example, and the effect it exerts on the spectator—for he cannot 
guard himself against it—result in a spontaneous involvement with the film on the 
level of content. The continuous noise does not only invade the ear, but it invades 
the whole body. It concerns sound as perceived and felt by the senses, rather than 
sound in a linguistic form. In Western Deep, this is manifested by a lack of 
dialogue, at least one that can be perceived by the human ear: whenever a 
conversation takes place before the eye of the camera, there is either a lot of noise 
or there is nothing to be heard at all. In the former case, it is as if one can simply 
not hear what is being said because of all the noise interference; in the other case, 
all is quiet, as a result of which it all of a sudden becomes clear that, in both cases, 
the dialogue has been irrevocably wiped from the soundtrack. The mine workers 
have thereby lost their voice. In McQueen’s films, more often than not, speech is 
subordinated to non-linguistic sounds. The loudness thereof seems to suggest that 
words are not adequate to express truth. The artist confirms this assumption when 
he says that “[w]ords […] put you somewhere else. I’m trying to catch the things 
that are in between.”151 The sound tracks in his work therefore are not meant to 
address specific semantic meaning but at any rate they are designed to produce a 
physical response. 
ANRI SALA: AFFECTIVE AND EMOTIONAL RESPONSES TO SOUND AND MUSIC 
Artist Anri Sala shares McQueen’s interest in sound that is not necessarily tied to 
language. In an interview, Sala has acknowledged that sound and music have 
gained a growing importance in his body of work “versus language which is less 
                                                   
150 Searle, ‘A Conversation with Steve McQueen’, 204. 
151 Libby Brooks, ‘It’s Good to Keep a Clean Head’, The Guardian, 30 September 2002, 11. 
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and less present in [his] work”.152 The artist came into prominence at the end of the 
nineties with his videos that depict the political and social changes in his native 
country of Albania, but his more recent practice increasingly explores the 
sometimes-ruptured interaction between images and sounds in the context of 
social space. 
The sense of sound and rhythm 
Answer Me (2008) (fig. 11–14), for example, immediately appeals to the viewer’s 
auditory perception. It was filmed inside the dome of the NSA Field Station on top 
of the Teufelsberg in West Berlin.153 The NSA built the listening station on top of 
the hill in order to monitor Soviet and East German conversations during the Cold 
War. It was the site that informed Sala’s decision to produce the piece in the now 
abandoned building, as a story staged there would come under the physical 
influence of the building’s architecture.154 In Answer Me, a woman makes an 
attempt to break off a relationship inside the former surveillance station: “That 
way things will be out in the open and we’ll know what to do. Isn’t that so? Answer 
me.” Yet, the man—a drummer—in question refuses to listen and keeps on playing 
the drums as if frantically trying to silence her. The woman keeps on asking to 
answer her, but with the exception of the drumming both her order and her 
question remain unanswered. 
The artist found his inspiration for the scene in a dialogue in a note by film 
director Michelangelo Antonioni, in which he wrote on the breaking up of a couple 
and on how he wanted to shoot their silence rather than their conversation.155 Sala 
took Antonioni’s dialogue outside of a cinematic context and as a result his version 
is anything but silent. The sound of the man’s repeated drumming drowns out 
everything else, obviously the voice of his companion in the first place. Now and 
then, her voice comes out when she demands him to answer her, but for the 
                                                   
152 Anri Sala, Anri Sala: Music before language, interview by Marc-Christoph Wagner, Louisiana Museum of 
Modern Art, 2012, http://channel.louisiana.dk/video/anri-sala-music-language. 
153 Anri Sala, Answer Me, 2008. HD video projection, stereo sound, 4 minutes 51 seconds. 
154 Sala explains: “First I knew of the building, because very often when I have an idea, it’s not the other way 
around. It’s not like I know a story, I want to tell this story. I will tell it like this, so where does it happen? No. 
It’s the other way around. It’s like I know a place. So what would happen in that place? So the place can tell the 
story and influence the story. Sala, Anri Sala: Music before language. 
155 Antonioni’s note can be found in: Michelangelo Antonioni, That Bowling Alley on the Tiber: Tales of a 
Director, trans. William Arrowsmith (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 47. 
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greater part her voice is reduced to silence and her lips are only seen moving. In 
the meantime, the snare drum beside the woman is responding to the vibrations 
that are produced by the drumming and amplified by the architecture of the dome. 
The vibrations thereupon cause the drumsticks resting on the drum to bounce and 
thereby to play as if with the help of an invisible hand but in fact by means of the 
dome’s echo. The phenomenon has accordingly been compared to the idea of a 
visible echo.156 The woman eventually closes the distance between them only to 
finally announce that their relationship is now over. 
The idea of a visible echo is an interesting one, given that it demonstrates sound 
as vibration and that it furthermore reveals how drumming noise is able to 
generate both visible, audible and tactile feedback. The effect of the drumming on 
the snare drum in Answer Me has also been repeated in the exhibition space, as 
the drum was presented alongside the film in several exhibitions (as Doldrum) 
(fig. 15) and the drumsticks moved as a response to the (inaudible) low frequencies 
of the sound track. The work can thus be interpreted as a manifestation of how 
sound can also be perceived through the sense of touch, since not only objects (such 
as snare drums) but also the human skin is sensitive to vibrations. The compelling 
rhythm within the space of the work invites the viewer to respond with his body. It 
is often said that music with a beat automatically propels its listeners to move to 
the rhythm of the beat. Research has shown that listening to a rhythm instigates 
activity in several brain areas that have to do with the initiation, selection and 
timing of bodily movement.157 This is how, with the beating of the drums, Sala 
attracts a more active engagement with the work on the part of the viewer through 
a neurological process. 
The artist wants the viewer to question whether the woman in Answer Me is 
indeed carrying out a monologue, seeing that the man—while refusing to listen—
in a way does come close to her and reaches her through the vibrations in space. 
Without doing much, basically just by the fact of its being there, the building 
transforms an awkward silence into an awkward loudness. Sala alludes here to the 
possibility of communication that is not strictly verbal or to do with language at 
                                                   
156 Author Unknown, ‘Anri Sala: Answer Me, 28 March-25 April 2009’, Johnen Galerie Exhibitions (2009), 
http://www.johnengalerie.de/index.php?id=20&tx_johnengallery_exhibitionlist%5Bexhibition%5D=43&tx_john
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157 Jessica A. Grahn and Sarah L. Watson, ‘Tactus and Pulse’, in Music in the Social and Behavioral Sciences: 
An Encyclopedia, ed. William Forde Thompson, vol. 2 (New York: SAGE, 2014), 1097–99. 
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all. The drumming thus turns the seemingly one-sided conversation into two-way 
communication of which the viewer only understands one side, the part made out 
of words through semantic listening.158 
Sound and the musical evocation of emotion 
Sala has stated that the ideas for images in his work—be it in film, video, 
performance, photography or sculpture—always start with sound or music. He 
leaves it to the sound or the music to trigger the image in the process. The 
challenge for the artist is then to not let the image reduce or go against the original 
idea of the sound. Long Sorrow (2005) (fig. 16–19), for example, started with the 
idea of “somebody suspended in a void; who has to negotiate his state of being in 
the void by improvising music”.159 The film suitably features free jazz musician 
Jemeel Moondoc, known for his improvisational style, playing the saxophone while 
suspended mid-air outside the top floor of a housing block. The question of where 
the musician would be suspended, led to the musician hanging outside a window, 
allowing a view and the many metaphorical interpretations it entails to enter the 
work as the starting image even though it was not the starting point of the work.160 
Sala has made a point of not using sound or music that is not produced in the 
action of the film itself. He does not want to include sound or music that only 
illustrates the action and thereby functions as film sound independently from the 
image. He wants the image to produce the music, so that they cannot be 
separated.161 
In an interview, the artist has acknowledged that his use of music is also 
inspired by his interest in discovering situations in which emotions do not pass 
through verbal understanding.162 As discussed in the second chapter, it is generally 
agreed that music is closely related to the evocation of human emotions. As the 
                                                   
158 Sala, Anri Sala: Music before language. 
159 Anri Sala, Long Sorrow, 2005. 16 mm film, transferred to HD video, stereo sound, 12 minutes 57 seconds. 
The quote is taken from: ‘Music as an Art Form: A Conversation between Anri Sala and Ari Benjamin Meyers’, 
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and-ari-be/. 
160 Cyril Béghin, ‘A Matter of Synchronization: A Conversation between Philippe Parreno and Anri Sala’, 
Mousse, March 2013, 162; ‘Music as an Art Form: A Conversation between Anri Sala and Ari Benjamin 
Meyers’. 
161 Béghin, ‘A Matter of Synchronization: A Conversation between Philippe Parreno and Anri Sala’, 160. 
162 Anri Sala, 'Anri Sala: Serpentine', interview by William Oliver, Dazed Digital, October 19, 2011, 
http://www.dazeddigital.com/artsandculture/article/11754/1/anri-sala-serpentine. 
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investigation of the neural processing of music has shown, music is able to regulate 
activity in brain structures that are known to be involved in emotion. The impact 
of music in film on the viewer is thus due to neurological processes. Music 
psychologist Patrick Juslin has studied these musical emotions with regard to the 
underlying neuropsychological mechanisms and has presented them in a 
framework that he calls the BRECVEMA framework. In Answer Me, there can be 
made a case for the existence of two neuropsychological mechanisms involved in 
the experience of the work, notably that of the brain stem reflex and that of 
rhythmic entrainment. In the case of the first, the attention of the visitor goes out 
to the source of the sound upon hearing the sound of the drums, because both the 
tempo and the loudness of it cause the brain stem to evoke a response of 
heightened alertness and to accordingly draw attention to a potentially important 
(sound) event.163 The same mechanism is also active in the experience of Western 
Deep with its loud sound track, especially at the start of the film when the noise is 
only accompanied by a black screen. The sound track of both works immediately 
grabs the viewer’s attention because of the instinctive reaction of the brain stem. 
As far as the mechanism of rhythmic entrainment is concerned, it has been 
identified as a process in which an affect is evoked by music owing to the strong 
external rhythm of the piece influencing the internal bodily rhythm of the listener 
(e.g. blood pressure, pulse rate, respiration). These possible changes in autonomic 
functions can later produce (emotional) responses, such as an increased degree of 
arousal or a feeling of connectedness.164 
In Long Sorrow, there are other mechanisms at work. The aspect of 
improvisation in the piece was imperative to the artist, since the tension between 
musical repetition and improvisation also translates to the experience of the visitor 
whose expectations of the musical structure are met the one time and violated the 
other.165 Research has indicated that if the musical expectations of the listener are 
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confirmed, delayed or disrupted, an emotion will be induced in a listener (ranging 
from relaxation, suspense to surprise or even irritation or anxiety). This process is 
known as the principle of musical expectancy.166 Aside from this mechanism, there 
is also the potential for emotional contagion, whereby the emotion expressed in the 
music is mirrored (not only perceived, but also felt) in the inner perception of the 
listener. In the way that the saxophonist in Long Sorrow expresses himself 
artistically and emotionally with his play, the visitor may respond in a similar 
emotional manner as if the emotions of the musician are in fact contagious.167 In 
conclusion, it may be stated that Sala seeks to address the spectators of his works 
both affectively and emotionally through the strategic use of sound and music. 
TACITA DEAN: SOUND, MEMORY AND MOOD IN FILM 
The works of Tacita Dean are also known to provoke emotional responses, 
although her works are subtler in their impact. The artist works in a variety of 
media, including photography, drawing and sound, yet she is most likely best 
known for her work in 16 mm film, which she began exhibiting in galleries in the 
mid-nineties. Most of these films do not follow a narrative: there is no plot or story 
line and there is no dialogue either. For the most part, the only sound in these 
works is ambient. Chion describes ambient sound as “sound that envelops a scene 
and inhabits its space, without raising the question of the identification or visual 
embodiment of its source”, whose presence gives definition to a space.168 Ambient 
sound in film can then be understood as the sound of the natural background, but 
it is important to note that ambient sound is not always created from the natural 
background sounds of the film location. 
Dean divulges that her sound tracks are all fabricated in the sense that she 
adds every sound to it deliberately: “I play with that line between fact and fiction 
quite a lot. I mean all my soundtracks are very fictional and yet people think that 
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it is all recorded at the time. But I put in every dog’s bark. I put in every sound.”169 
The artist gives the employment of sound in her film portrait Michael Hamburger 
(2007) as an example. She wanted rain in the film in spite of the fact that she did 
not film any rainfalls: “I didn’t film any rain, but, by using the sound, you are 
utterly convinced that it’s raining. You begin to see the movement of rain in the 
film because sound is so powerful.”170 She moreover explains that film as a mute 
medium—in this she follows the historical and ontological fallacy of film as an 
essentially visual medium—is always recorded silently and that the sound track is 
therefore autonomous.171 
The autonomy of sound in film 
According to the artist, the importance of sound’s fiction in film cannot be 
underestimated. In this context, Dean has referred to the efforts of foley artists 
who used to create in-sync sound effects of actions that involve physical movement 
in the post-production process of film, and to how these actions actually sound 
differently in reality. The general public would nevertheless recognise the effects 
as familiar, even to the extent that they influence the imaginings of certain sounds 
in the context of everyday life. Dean suspects that sounds are often imagined 
“through the filter of cinema”.172 For example, the sound of gunshots in film does 
not exactly match the sound of gunshots in real life. However, throughout the 
history of sound in film, the sound of gunshots has taken a specific acoustic shape 
that cinemagoers have gradually grown accustomed to and now actively associate 
with it.173 
Dean has made foley art the subject of her video and sound installation Foley 
Artist (1996) (fig. 20).174 The installation is built around an imaginary (eight-track) 
soundtrack with every track played in turn by the eight speakers in the exhibition 
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room. The sounds of footsteps, whispering and stormy weather, among other 
things, in the room are coupled with the presence of three objects in the gallery 
space: a dubbing chart lightbox, a magnetic tape playback machine and a video 
monitor. When visitors first enter the room, they are met with a series of sounds. It 
is only later that they come across the images that correspond to the sounds that 
come from the speakers, however not in the way that they might normally expect. 
There is no singular story behind the sounds that reverberate in the space. 
Instead, the video monitor shows two foley artists in a recording studio making 
sound effects for an unseen film, whereas the dubbing chart displays the eight 
tracks in rows—much like staves on a music score—and a fictional storyboard. The 
chart allows visitors to identify each track and to find its place in an otherwise 
absent narrative.175 
Dean unlinks the sound effects from the actions they are supposed to represent 
in two different ways: firstly, by not providing the images that relate to the 
underlying narrative of the sound track and secondly by placing the dubbing chart 
lightbox at one end and the monitor at the other end of the exhibition room. The 
arrangement of the objects in the space is crucial to the experience of the visitors, 
seeing that the artist insisted that people would not be able to look at the monitor 
when following the soundtracks on the dubbing cue sheets. The points of interest 
in this installation relate to a statement of the artist when she was asked about 
the relation between sound and image in her work. Dean has explained that she 
requires sound to have its own autonomy: 
“We hear sound differently when it is apart from the image. In cinema, 
the sound is as labored a fiction as the picture, but we all too often dis-
regard it as accompaniment. Its effect on what we see, however, is radi-
cal and is totally instrumental in dictating the meaning of the image on 
the screen.” 176 
Dean thus made a point of highlighting the fact that listening to the sounds in the 
installation without corresponding images is a vastly different experience from 
listening to the sounds together with the images.177 Foley Artist also demonstrates 
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that, in film, the soundtrack is as carefully constructed as the image track and 
therefore acts as more than mere accompaniment to the images. 
Sound and the echo of memory and mood 
Dean has also indicated that she uses sound in relation to memory. The artist 
explains that she is aware of the feelings that specific sounds can create and of 
how they can evoke a period in time or a relationship to place. She has given the 
example of the sound of a motorbike in the distance. That sound specifically 
reminds her of a summer’s evening during her childhood in Kent. She finds sound 
important in the way that it can create a certain atmosphere, but she is also aware 
of the (memory-driven) emotional responses that sound is capable of stimulating.178 
This statement by the artist calls attention to one of the mechanisms in Juslin’s 
multi-mechanism framework, that is, the function of episodic memory whereby 
music not only evokes a memory of an event in the life of the listener but also the 
emotional associations connected to the memory in question.179 
Dean does not really use music in her films, but rather discrete and unobtrusive 
sounds that function more subtly. The artist draws inspiration from her own past 
by selecting sounds that bring back personal memories, but because these off-
screen sounds (traffic noise, sounds of nature) are reasonably ordinary they have 
the potential of arousing memories in a great number of viewers. Dean does not 
necessarily consider the sounds as triggers, but she admits to realising how 
memory is both completely personal and universal.180 The sounds can be 
categorised as passive off-screen sound: sound that creates an atmosphere that 
envelops and stabilises the image without inspiring the viewer to look for the 
source of the sound.181 Because these territory sounds are perceived passively in 
the context of everyday life, they do not really tend to attract the attention of the 
viewer. Even though they possess the potential of evoking emotions through 
memory recollection, they are more often thought to induce a particular mood on 
the part of the viewer. In the context of art, mood can be defined as “that quality of 
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a work of art or literature which evokes or recalls a certain emotion or state of 
mind”.182 Whereas emotions are relatively fast, short-lived and have an apparent 
cause, moods are rather slow, last longer and often lack a clear trigger (although 
they can be triggered by anything that elicits emotions). On a functional level, the 
difference between emotions and moods resides in their potential to influence 
either action (emotions) or thought (moods).183 
It can be argued that Dean’s work—through the use of sound—may evoke a 
certain mood that in turn may activate thoughts. In her 16 mm black-and-white 
film Sound Mirrors (1999) (fig. 21), for example, her employment of sound is 
crucial in pulling the viewer in.184 The film shows sound mirrors built on the 
southern coast of England. The concrete structures were built between the First 
and Second World Wars and were designed to detect the sound of approaching 
aircrafts. However, the project was abandoned almost immediately when its 
listeners could not interpret the sounds (as vibrations) and the warning devices 
rapidly became obsolete due to the invention of the radar. 
In the work, the fixed shots of the abandoned sound mirrors are paired with a 
carefully constructed sound track. For this purpose, the artist recorded 
environmental sounds within the 200-foot mirror, so that the sound track is 
actually made up of an edited collage of sounds gathered by one of the structures 
in the course of one day.185 The track consists of sounds such as those of birds, 
airplanes passing overhead, steam trains in the distance. As these low-level 
sounds of everyday life enter the work and the gallery space and as they create an 
atmospheric space, they also allow for the viewer’s thoughts to trail off. 
LUKE FOWLER: SOUND AND THE POLITICS OF LISTENING 
Everyday sounds are also found in films by Luke Fowler. The artist studied 
printmaking at Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art and Design in Dundee. Since 
his graduation in 2000 he has, however, focused on filmmaking instead. Most of 
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his films can be loosely described as documentaries because of their archival 
impulse—combining new and archival footage, documents, photographs, 
interviews and the like—but the artist’s approach to the conventions of 
documentary filmmaking makes it clear that there is neither an objective nor a 
single truth to be found anywhere in his work.186 Fowler’s films often concentrate 
on historical, cultural and sociological issues and not uncommonly explore the lives 
and times of countercultural figures, including psychiatrist R.D. Laing, post-punk 
musician Xentos Jones, and experimental composer political activist Cornelius 
Cardew.187 In addition to his activities as a filmmaker, Fowler also participates 
actively in the experimental music scene in Glasgow. The artist plays in two 
experimental music bands, Rude Pravo and Lied Music, and runs Shadazz, an ‘art 
music’ record label that serves as a multimedia platform for creative 
collaborations. Fowler furthermore defines the label as “an outlet for people being 
creative in electronic music”. It allows him to release his own musical projects and 
those of friends and local musicians.188 
A grammar for listening 
Fowler’s interest in music and sound has always been apparent in his films, and 
musicians are in many cases the focus of his work. However, it was not until A 
Grammar for Listening (2009) (fig. 22–30), a film in three parts, that the extent of 
this interest really became clear.189 Each part of this film cycle was made in 
collaboration with an artist that devotes his work to sound as an artistic medium: 
Lee Patterson (Part 1) (fig. 22–24), Eric La Casa (Part 2) (fig. 25–27) and Toshiya 
Tsunoda (Part 3) (fig. 28–30).190 In these filmic collaborations, the artists took the 
activity of field recording—making sound recordings on location outside of a 
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controlled environment191—as a starting point. From that point, they furthermore 
sought to establish a meaningful dialogue between looking and listening through 
an exploration of how film can contribute to a consideration of sound that is not 
necessarily musically or culturally significant.192 
For A Grammar for Listening (Part 1), Fowler collaborated with the English 
musician and sound artist Lee Patterson, who holds a particular interest in sounds 
that do not tend to attract attention, especially with regard to natural 
environments. Together, the artists explored the acoustic possibilities of both rural 
(including the underwater life of rivers and lochs using homemade hydrophones) 
as well as more urban settings (such as an industrial area in full production mode). 
Other and more specific sounds are the crackling of burning walnuts, the dripping 
of rain, the click of a spring in a lighter and the pulsation of neon lights. Although 
the intertitles, for the most part, clarify the sources of the sounds on the 
soundtrack, the images do not necessarily extend the same assistance to the 
viewers. The environmental recordings are matched only with either a wide shot of 
a landscape or an abstract close-up of an element in that landscape. In both cases, 
the image track depicts the different sites where the sound recordings took place, 
but it does not exactly illustrate the specific source of the sound. For A Grammar 
for Listening (Part 2), Fowler collaborated with the French soundscape artist Eric 
La Casa, who seeks to map environments with his sound recordings. This can be 
taken quite literally, as he often likens the act of making “location-based 
compositions” to cartography.193 La Casa mentions, among other things, the 
grinding of ropes, the crashing of trains, footsteps and the distant noise of the city 
as the sounds that to him seem specific to the different sites that he visited with 
Fowler.194 
For A Grammar for Listening (Part 3), Fowler collaborated with the Japanese 
sound artist and composer Toshiya Tsunoda. The method of field recording in this 
part of the film cycle is less conventional, seeing that Tsunoda adopted a new way 
of working that goes by the name of temple recording. The artist describes his new 
method as follows: 
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“I make recordings by going to a location and finding an intriguing ob-
ject. I take a stethoscope containing a miniature built-in microphone, 
and place the ear tips of the stethoscope on the temples of my head. The 
stethoscope captures the vibrations of my muscles and the blood flow in 
my head. Environmental noises are also captured by the microphone; if 
the wind blows it will be recorded as it passes over my head.” 195 
Tsunoda compares the sound in these recordings to the sound people hear when 
they block their ears with their hands. Nevertheless, the artist considers these 
recordings as evident of his focusing in on an object at a certain place and time. In 
the last part of the film cycle, Tsunoda is shown making temple recordings with a 
participant (artist Hattie Spires). Both of them have a stethoscope attached to 
their temples. As they sit side by side, focusing on the landscape and 
simultaneously making environmental recordings, they create what the artist calls 
a stereo sound image of three locations in London, i.e. with two inputs per location, 
as something that our eyes and ears perform naturally. According to Tsunoda, a 
landscape becomes a more distinct object with the perceptions of two people 
instead of just one.196 
Unlike the first two parts of the film, the third part actually brings into vision 
how the recordings are made, with the sound artist and his companion filmed 
mostly from behind and with the landscape they are focusing on in the background 
of the frame. As to the reason of this, Tsunoda admits that temple recordings are 
difficult to understand through sound alone, because the listener does not have 
any prior knowledge of the situation of the recording. The artist furthermore 
explains that he wants the listener to have access to this situation.197 Access is also 
granted through passages of text: while intertitles identify the three locations as 
the Royal Albert Hall, the Serpentine Lake and Kensington Gardens, the method 
of recording is also explained on the title cards that the footage is alternated with. 
                                                   
195 Toshiya Tsunoda, ‘The Temple Recording’, in 8 Metaphors (Because the Moving Image Is Not a Book), ed. 
Isla Leaver-Yap (London: LUX, 2011), 19. This method of recording is also explained in the work itself, as the 
footage is alternated with title cards that lay down the specifics of making temple recordings. 
196 Ibid., 19–20. 
197 Cox, ‘Interviews with Christoph Cox’, 35. 
 Film and video sound in the contemporary gallery 
 
 
   
55 
Acousmatic sound in film 
Fowler often relates his work to French composer Pierre Schaeffer’s concept of 
acousmatic sound and the reduced listening that it is thought to lead to. In 
general, acousmatic sound can be understood as sound that we hear without 
seeing its cause or source. The artist is especially interested in the idea of reduced 
listening, because this mode of listening encourages the listener to focus his 
attention on the perceptible properties of sound in contrast to its musical or 
cultural meanings and also because this focus ideally results in a richer experience 
of music and sounds.198 That is why, in A Grammar for Listening, he was not 
concerned with filming the source of the sounds: the artist did not want hard 
synchronisations because he did not recognise their effectiveness in commanding 
the viewer’s attention.199 
Chion has also taken Schaeffer’s ideas into consideration, particularly in 
relation to the use of off-screen sound in film. But even in the case of on-screen 
sound, Chion explains that not all the phenomenal properties of sound are 
generally noticeable, because the sight of the sound’s source supports the 
perception of some properties and obfuscates others. Although Schaeffer believed 
that acousmatic sounds incite reduced listening, Chion actually contests this by 
claiming that it reinforces causal listening at first, seeing that—without the aid of 
sight—the listener is all the more motivated to actively look for clues in the image 
that might assist in identifying the sound’s source. The scholar does not, however, 
rule out the possibility of causal and reduced listening taking place at the same 
time, as the source of a sound is identified exactly by virtue of its characteristic 
acoustic form.200 
In the case that the source of the sound cannot be found in the image and as this 
realisation subsequently dawns upon the listener, he might finally convert to 
reduced listening. In his work, Fowler is on the lookout for a counterpart to the 
idea of reduced listening. He therefore examines the idea of reduced viewing that 
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relinquishes the long-established and subservient use of sound in film.201 Albeit 
that the artist does not develop this concept further theoretically, it can be argued 
that he also means to solicit a mode of viewing that encourages the viewer to focus 
his attention on the formal properties of the image aside from its representational 
value in the absence of its potential acoustic qualities. This is how Fowler seeks to 
build up layers of images and sounds that move away from each other yet always 
come together in the perception of the audience, and to create works that operate 
outside the context of verbal communication (that attracts semantic listening).202 
The gap between the images and sounds in A Grammar for Listening—a series of 
works that Fowler appropriately also considers to be a treatise, or rather, three 
treatises on listening—encourages a more engaged way of listening to the world 
that is ultimately able to enrich the experience of the everyday. 
Sonic snapshots of the everyday 
In all three parts of A Grammar for Listening, the artists involved focus their 
attention on sounds of everyday environments. Patterson, for one, has revealed 
that it is his intention to transport listeners further into the mundane world in 
order to establish just how unfamiliar (sounds of) the everyday can be upon closer 
examination. The artist has mentioned his practice in relation to “a call to pay 
more attention, to develop a greater sensitivity in order to force a change in the 
current orders of things”.203 In the same spirit, Fowler has indicated that he very 
much considers A Grammar for Listening as political: the films are concerned with 
the politics of listening. They touch upon what is at stake when a society 
disregards one of its essential senses and fails to appreciate the relation of sound 
between man and nature.204 
These concerns bring to mind the field of acoustic ecology that “promotes active 
listening, environmental awareness, cultural practice sensitive to questions of 
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place, and location-oriented musical education”.205 Fowler recognises the 
similarities and furthermore acknowledges the importance of its approach to the 
issues of sound’s environmental impact, but insists that his work does not reflect 
the value judgments that many acoustic ecologists make. He elaborates on the 
matter and explains that it is only logical that people associate the practice of field 
recording and its objectives to the effects of noise pollution. However, his work is 
not an idealistic plea for a return to a pre-industrial state of society; instead, it 
puts forward a mode of attention to sound that enables an active engagement with 
our surroundings.206 In connection herewith, Fowler has cited Chris Watson as an 
influence. The latter is a sound recordist who has taken into consideration how 
noise can have a profound impact on human psychology. It is his belief that the 
ubiquity of sound can damage people psychologically and that they remain 
absolutely oblivious to it. Watson claims that we spend so much energy in shutting 
out sounds to the point that we have grown unaccustomed to listening.207 In this 
regard, we would do well to remember that aside from a sensory function, the act 
of listening is also a learned behaviour that can indeed be unlearned, but also 
modified or relearned.208 
A FRAMEWORK FOR AUDIO-SPECTATORSHIP 
As previously established, the reception of film as an audiovisual medium involves 
at least both our sense of sight and our sense of hearing. Even though the aspect of 
listening has been long undervalued in publications on film and art spectatorship, 
the examples given in this chapter demonstrate how there is much to be said about 
the effects of sound on film perception and experience. If we effectively take into 
account this impact of sound, then it might be useful to reconsider the terms we 
use to refer to the person who is on the receiving end of this experience. Instead of 
using terms such as viewer and spectator, the use of the term audio-viewer or 
audio-spectator seems more suitable as they refer to both the visual and the 
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auditory perception of audiovisual works. In many of his writings, Chion has 
already proposed that we no longer speak of a film’s viewer but instead refer to an 
audio-spectator engaged in audio-viewing.209 Film scholar Alain Boillat has also 
presented the term audio-spectator as a neologism. In his article “The Lecture, the 
Image, the Machine and the Audio-Spectator” on the integration of the early 
cinema lecturer’s voice into cinematographic spectacles, he declares that he wants 
to further use the word as he takes issue with the pre-eminence usually given to 
the image in film theory.210 Finally, I also borrow the term from film scholar 
Elizabeth Cowie, who discusses audio-spectatorship as a mode of reception for 
video and film installations in the contemporary gallery space. Cowie discusses the 
audio-spectator in terms of an embodied subject who is mobile and, in connection 
therewith, physically engaged by the installations in the space.211 By no means do 
all film and video installations in the exhibition space today presume a mobile 
spectator. Often enough there are bench seats present in the room, sometimes even 
specifically installed for a certain film or video work. Other works are shown in a 
separate darkened space—commonly referred to as a black box—either with or 
without screening hours. Spectators—audio-spectators—can also be addressed 
physically in a film theatre while seated, especially since the advent of surround 
sound technology. That is why this chapter offers a slightly different interpretation 
of the concept of audio-spectatorship. 
The audio-spectator is an active spectator. Rather than only passively absorbing 
visual and auditory information, the spectator is encouraged to actively engage 
with the work by means of different audiovisual strategies. An example is the 
disruption of the direct relation between vision and knowledge. When the image 
does not deliver the visual information that the spectator is expecting to find, the 
passive process of perception is disrupted and the spectator is encouraged to 
consciously engage with the work on a more active level and encouraged to look for 
visual clues that might reveal more information. In that instance—when the sense 
of sight fails to deliver—artists sometimes use sound strategically by including 
sound of which the source is not necessarily visible in the image as this elicits 
                                                   
209 Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, xxv, 11. 
210 Alain Boillat, ‘The Lecturer, the Image, the Machine and the Audio-Spectator: The Voice as a Component 
Part of Audiovisual Dispositives’, in Cinema Beyond Film: Media Epistemology in the Modern Era, ed. François 
Albéra and Maria Tortajada, trans. Lance Hewson, Film Culture in Transition (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2010), 215, 228n8. 
211 Elizabeth Cowie, ‘On Documentary Sounds and Images in the Gallery’, Screen 50, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 125. 
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causal listening. As a result, the audio-spectator is both looking at the image and 
listening to the sound attentively in the hopes of finding a connection. 
The audio-spectator is an embodied spectator. Instead of remaining detached 
and disembodied, the body of the spectator is affected as a result of one or more 
audiovisual strategies. One example is the creation of haptic images (for example: 
images with changes in focus, images showing visible grains of emulsion or under- 
or overexposed images) and haptic sounds (for example: sounds that are audible 
but without a visible reference to their source, sounds with a gravelly quality or 
ambient noise) that foreground their physical properties. Whereas a disembodied 
spectator is drawn in by the filmic representation and is invested in the plot, an 
embodied spectator remains aware of the medium of representation and of how its 
material presence profoundly affects the body. Another example is the production 
of loud sounds or even noise, not only because these sounds can be felt by the sense 
of touch as vibrations travelling through the air as sound waves if loud enough, but 
also because they cause the brain stem to signal the sound as an important event 
by inducing a state of heightened alertness in the body (brain stem reflex). A final 
example is the incorporation of a riveting rhythm, because listening to a rhythm 
stimulates activity in several brain areas that have to do with bodily movement 
and because listening to a rhythm also interacts with the internal physical rhythm 
of the spectator (rhythmic entrainment). 
The audio-spectator is an affective-emotional spectator. Sounds—especially 
musical sounds—are capable of arousing affective feelings in the spectator. As soon 
as these feelings are expressed, they can be recognised as emotional responses. As 
seen in the case studies, the spectator can be addressed on an affective or 
emotional level by the presence of sound in many different ways. The brain stem 
reflex, for example, primarily produces feelings of arousal and surprise. The 
mechanism of rhythmic entrainment is likewise known to induce arousal, but in 
addition thereto a strong rhythm may also induce feelings of interconnectedness 
and communion. The effect of the principle of musical expectancy, moreover, is 
determined by the confirmation, delay or disruption of the listener’s musical 
expectations ranging from relaxation and suspense to irritation or even anxiety. 
Furthermore, there is the possibility of emotional contagion as a mechanism that 
prescribes that a listener effectively feels the emotion that is expressed in the 
music or through the sound. Whereas these mechanisms generally evoke similar 
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affective or emotional responses in different people, the reactions to the activation 
of episodic memory in response to sound are more dependent on personal memory 
and the triggered emotional associations. These mechanisms illustrate how it is 
unlikely that the use of sound in film and video art installations is undirected. On 
the contrary, they demonstrate how the strategic use of sound in these works is 
highly influential in unlocking their affective or emotional impact. 
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Coda: the added value of listening to the visual arts 
The central research concern of this thesis was the role of sound in contemporary 
film and video art installations. The first chapter served as an introduction to the 
research territory of sound and furthermore presented a starting point for better 
understanding the so commonly accepted supremacy of the visual. It was also seen 
here that the exclusive emphasis on the visual aspect of the experience of art is the 
result of the development of aesthetic theory since the eighteenth century, in 
which the involvement of the body was accepted less and less in favour of a 
disembodied and disinterested gaze. In other words, the sense of sight was seen as 
the only sensory channel suited for the perception of visual art. This single-sensed 
understanding of art was also extended in the exhibition design of many museums 
and galleries with their white walls and sound insulation measures to keep visitors 
at a critical distance and at all times physically separated from the artworks on 
display. 
As many contemporary film and video art installations challenge this single-
sensed understanding of art in the exhibition space with their use of sound, the 
second chapter turned to film studies in order to examine how film scholars have 
already addressed the coupling of image and sound in the medium of film. The 
chapter revealed how sound is able to actively shape the interpretation of film as 
the sound track can direct the attention of the viewer specifically within the image. 
However, it was soon discovered that the possibilities of sound in film are far 
greater. For that reason, the chapter also concentrated on the phenomenological 
concept of embodied perception. The concept gained insight into the ways in which 
the viewer can be addressed by visual and auditory stimuli with an impact that 
surpasses seeing and hearing as the only two senses activated in audiovisual 
perception. The underlying central question in this section was thus how 
filmmakers succeed in addressing the body of the viewer by means of audiovisual 
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strategies. The creation of haptic images and haptic sounds—images and sounds 
that draw attention to their physical properties and accordingly address the sense 
of touch—invite the viewer to be moved by film on a physical level. The emphasis 
on the perception of sound as vibration furthermore enables the process of hearing 
affectively, not only with the ears but with the whole body, and potentially with 
emotion. As a result, the use of sound encourages bodily involvement through 
sensory immersion. The second chapter was concluded with the incorporation of a 
line of research within cognitive film theory that relies on cognitive neuroscience to 
explain the neurological processes of the viewer’s embodied brain in his reaction to 
audiovisual media. The convergence between phenomenological and cognitive 
approaches to film theory—with the help of neuroscience—has demonstrated how 
a bodily response to film can be either affective or emotional, depending on 
whether the embodied brain of the spectator sends perceptual information directly 
to the motor action system (affect) or whether the brain allows it to pass through 
its cognitive centres (emotion). 
The third and final chapter took a closer look at the aesthetic function of sound 
in film and video art installations by four artists. In these case studies, it was 
shown that their use of sound is strategic in the sense that they are looking for the 
production of a certain effect, either the production of an active spectator, the 
production of a physical reaction or the production of an affective or emotional 
response. The concept of audio-spectatorship presented at the end of this study 
accordingly introduced an active model of spectatorship that explains how visitors 
in the museum or the gallery space can be addressed physically and emotionally by 
means of artistic strategies, such as (1) the use of acousmatic sound with unclear 
images as this enables causal listening, (2) the use of haptic images and haptic 
sounds as this encourages a tactile experience of film, (3) the use of noise as it 
immediately attracts attention and moreover allows for a vibratory perception of 
sound, (4) the use of compelling rhythms as they stimulate bodily movement and 
interact with the internal physical rhythm of the body, (5) the use of music that 
goes against musical expectations as it tends to irritate, (6) the use of music that 
conveys a clear emotion as this emotion might be mirrored in the inner perception 
of the audio-spectator and finally (7) the use of music or sounds that hold the 
potential of triggering memories as emotions associated with these memories will 
also be evoked. All these strategies are identified in the case studies presented, so 
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the conclusion here is that the added value of listening to the visual arts 
ultimately lies in the enrichment of the moving images by sound through the 
potential of sound to produce an active, embodied and affective-emotional audio-
spectator. 
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